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ave you ever had ‘too much of a
good thing’, or been told that you
have a ‘heart of gold’? These, along
with many other phrases and
words, were first used or invented
by William Shakespeare (1564–1616).
More than four centuries after his death, the
Warwickshire-born playwright remains arguably
the most famous writer in the English language,
with works that still greatly influence the way we
speak and the entertainment we enjoy today.
Indeed, through his extraordinary catalogue
of comedies, tragedies and histories, we can learn
as much about the human condition from his

characters as did the audiences who watched
them come to life on stage for the first time.
In this month’s essential guide, we’ll be shining
a spotlight on Stratford-upon-Avon’s most
famous son, revealing the people and places that
shaped him, and the meanings behind his most
memorable quotations. With help from renowned
Shakespeare scholar Paul Edmondson, we’ll also
dispel the biggest myths about the playwright’s
life, learn what it was like to perform on the
Elizabethan stage, and find out which of his
works are the ‘key’ to unlocking his heart.
We begin over the page, however, by exploring
Shakespeare’s early years...
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Inside the playwright’s relatively humble upbringing in Stratford-upon-Avon
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Discover how Shakespeare crafted his greatest dramatic masterpieces
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We unlock the true meanings of five memorable quotes from his plays
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Paul Edmondson offers a final word on the playwright’s enduring legacy
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A 19th-century impression of
the schooling that Shakespeare
experienced as a boy

We meet the playwright’s family and examine his long
relationship with Stratford-upon-Avon – the Warwickshire
town where he was born, raised and eventually died

W
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illiam Shakespeare is
one of the greatest
writers of all time, and
our longing to know as
much as we can about
him continues. We know that he was born
in 1564 to John and Mary Shakespeare of
Stratford-upon-Avon, Warwickshire, and
that he was their first child to survive past
infancy. During the Elizabethan period,
infant mortality was very high, and his
parents had already lost two daughters
before young William was born. The exact
date of his birth is unknown, but his
baptismal record survives, showing that
Gulielmus filius Johannes Shakespeare
(William, son of John Shakespeare) was
baptised in Stratford-upon-Avon’s Holy
Trinity Church on 26 April 1564. His
birthday is now celebrated on 23 April,
since it was common for baptisms to be
held three days after a birth.
Shakespeare’s mother, Mary (née
Arden), was a farmer’s daughter; his
father, John, was a glovemaker and served
on the Stratford-upon-Avon borough
council, for which he held several offices,
including that of bailiff in 1568-69 (the
equivalent of mayor). In 1596 he was
granted a coat of arms and recognised as
a gentleman, a status from which William
himself also benefited.
The Shakespeares were relatively welloff and respected in the town. The halftimbered family home on Henley Street
– bought by the Shakespeare Birthplace
Trust for the nation in 1847, following
a national campaign to raise £3,000 –
also housed his father’s workshop. Five
more Shakespeare children followed
William: Gilbert, Joan, Anne, Richard
and Edmund.

The Earl of Leicester’s Men visited in
the 1570s, so it’s quite possible that
Shakespeare watched their performances
as a boy. But his first experiences of
storytelling would have been at home.
His mother was literate – we know this
because she was an executor of her
father’s will – and would have probably
read stories to her children, as well as
passages from the Bible. The stories
Shakespeare heard as a boy would go on

Stratford-upon-Avon’s
Holy Trinity Church –
where Shakespeare
was baptised and buried

The Cobbe portrait, found
in 2006, is believed to
have been painted while
Shakespeare was still alive

CREATING A GENIUS

Young William may have been
introduced to the theatre from an early
age. John Shakespeare was the first bailiff
to host visiting theatrical troupes: the
Queen’s Men and the Earl of Worcester’s
Men. Shakespeare was four years old.
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to influence his later works. Shakespeare
would have also spent time in the village
of Wilmcote – about three miles from
Stratford – at the home of his maternal
grandparents. His grandfather, Robert
Arden, was a wealthy farmer and owned
more than 70 acres of land.
A free grammar school education
was offered to all boys in the town, and
Shakespeare was no doubt enrolled in the
King’s New School, probably from the
age of seven. Here, he would have learned
Latin and Greek, rhetoric and classical
literature – lessons that would be
fundamental to his later writing career.
It is assumed that he left school aged
around 15 to begin an apprenticeship
with his father.
From the 1570s, John Shakespeare
suffered financial troubles. As well as
his legitimate glovemaking business,
he also operated as a wool brogger (an
unlicensed, and therefore illegal, wool
dealer). Initially, John accumulated a lot

of wealth from his covert business, but
in 1572 he was taken to court charged
with illegal wool dealing. John also lent
money at interest, a practice known as
usury. He was an ambitious entrepreneur
because the fines for his wool-dealing
were high, which suggests he was making
a lot of money from it. From 1576, his
interest in civic affairs dwindled and he
stopped attending council meetings. The
traditional interpretation is that he fell
into debt. He mortgaged, sold land and
a house in Greenhill Street. A revisionist
historian, David Fallow, has suggested
that John wanted to re-invest the
proceeds in his lucrative wool-dealing. It
is certainly conspicuous that Shakespeare
was able to buy 109 acres of land for £320
soon after his father died.
John accumulated fines for missing
court dates, and by 1592 was no longer
seen at church – a move probably due
to his rising debts, although some have
interpreted his absence as proof of

An early 18th-century artist’s
impression
of Anne Hathaway. We do not
have any
definitive proof about what
she looked like

SHAKESPEARE’S FAMILY LIFE
Hall and the couple had a daughter
named Elizabeth, who was married twice
but had no children. After her father’s
death, it was Susanna who inherited New
Place, and while living there, she and
John had the honour of hosting a royal
visitor. Queen Henrietta Maria, wife of
Charles I and a keen theatre lover, stayed
with them for a few days in 1643 during
the Civil Wars.
Judith married a man named Thomas
Quiney, but all three of their children died
young. One month after their wedding,
a great scandal erupted when Quiney’s
mistress gave birth to his child, although
both died shortly after. For this behaviour,
Thomas was summoned before a so-called
‘Bawdy Court’ – an ecclesiastical court

William Shakespeare reads Hamlet to
his family. Though he left them safely in
Warwickshire, he regularly commuted
between Stratford and London when
the theatres were closed, or during
outbreaks of the plague

that dealt with local matters of morality,
including adultery. Thomas was forced
to pay five shillings to the poor, but
escaped the shame of having to wear a
white sheet at church on three Sundays
as penance. Shortly before his death in
1616, Shakespeare altered his will, leaving
much more to Susanna than Judith. Some
historians have speculated that this was
due to Quiney’s behaviour.
Shakespeare has no direct living
descendants, but there are still
descendants of his sister Joan and her
husband William Hart. His childhood
home on Henley Street in Stratford
remains in the care of the Shakespeare
Birthplace Trust. d
WORDS: EMMA SLATTERY WILLIAMS

WHAT DID SHAKESPEARE LOOK LIKE?
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his dissenting Catholic beliefs. Mary
was from a Catholic family and there is
some speculation that John may have
secretly harboured Catholic sentiments.
In 1582, at the age of 18, Shakespeare
married 26-year-old Anne Hathaway, who
was already around three months
pregnant with their daughter Susanna.
The Hathaways – tenant farmers with
90 acres of land in the nearby village of
Shottery – were acquaintances of the
Shakespeares, and William may have met
Anne while helping with the local harvest.
To ensure the pregnancy didn’t cause
a scandal, Shakespeare had to apply
to the Bishop’s Court in Worcester for
permission to hold a wedding at short
notice. Between 1570 and 1630 the
records show that only three men in
Stratford-upon-Avon were married below
the age of 20 (the average age to marry
was 26). Shakespeare was the only one of
those whose wife was already pregnant.
Shakespeare was no longer able to
continue his apprenticeship. If his
plan had been to take on his father’s
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glovemaking business, his early
marriage meant that this was no
longer an option.
Less than two years after Susanna’s
birth, the couple welcomed twins
Judith and Hamnet (sadly, the latter
would die at the age of 11).

A MAN OF MYSTERY

The years between 1585, when the
twins were baptised, and 1592, when
Shakespeare first appears on the London
theatre scene, are often referred to as
the ‘lost years’. There are no records that
tell us what he was doing at this time,
or the exact reason why he left Stratford
for London. This gap in knowledge has
allowed many stories and rumours to
develop. John Aubrey, an early biographer
of Shakespeare, speculated that
Shakespeare “had been in his younger
years a schoolmaster in the country”;
others have suggested he worked as
a lawyer’s clerk or helped out with the
family business. It’s also possible that he
joined a travelling theatre company.

A sketch of William
Shakespeare’s family
home, New Place, as it
appeared c1700. The
sketch was completed
by George Vertue, who
drew it from memory

By 1592 Shakespeare was establishing
himself as a freelance playwright and
contributing to the plays about the
Wars of the Roses now known as Henry
VI, Parts 1, 2, and 3. He wrote what is
thought to be his first single-authored
play, The Two Gentlemen of Verona,
soon following it with the sensationally
bloody Titus Andronicus. In 1594, he
became a co-founder and shareholder
of the Lord Chamberlain’s Men theatre
company, becoming its regular dramatist
and taking home a cut of the profits.
Shakespeare remained with the Lord
Chamberlain’s Men for nearly 20 years;
the company later evolved into the King’s
Men, under the patronage of King James
VI and I.

In 1597, Shakespeare was wealthy
enough to purchase a large family home
in Stratford-upon-Avon – New Place – for
which he paid around £120. It’s unclear
how often Shakespeare made the journey
back to his family, but his life revolved
around Stratford and London. Outbreaks
of plague often forced London’s theatres
to close temporarily, so Shakespeare
may have enjoyed extended periods at
home during this time, writing his next
play. He certainly seems to have taken
plenty of interest in his hometown, as he
continued to buy land there.

THE CURTAIN FALLS

At the age of 52, William Shakespeare
died in Stratford. He was buried in Holy
Trinity Church on 25 April 1616 – his date
of death is recorded as 23 April, the same
day as his supposed birth. His widow,
Anne, would outlive him by seven years.
The playwright’s eldest daughter,
Susanna, married local physician John

William Shakespeare
died in 1616 and was
laid to rest in Holy
Trinity Church

Paul Edmondson, head of research at the Shakespeare Birthplace
Trust, says: “Shakespeare had auburn hair and hazel eyes – if the
earliest traceable paint pigments on his memorial bust in Holy Trinity
Church, Stratford-upon-Avon, are to be believed. The bust
was installed by 1623. Another contemporary likeness is Martin
Droeshout the Younger’s engraving for the 1623 Folio edition of
Shakespeare’s works.
“In both images Shakespeare is shown to be going bald and
has a high forehead. His beard is neatly trimmed in the bust, but it
looks as though it is still growing in the engraving. He is formally
but differently attired in both. The bust reveals that he was righthanded, and he looks as though he is about to say something. In
the engraving, a younger looking Shakespeare stares at us with
a thoughtful expression. Until now, these two images have been
thought to be posthumous, but new research by Lena Orlin of
Georgetown University suggests that Shakespeare himself oversaw
the making of his own memorial bust, and that it is therefore
modelled from life.
“Two portraits have a good claim to be painted from life, from
around 1610. The first is the National Gallery’s Chandos portrait,
attributed to John Taylor, but probably by Joseph Taylor, who acted
with Shakespeare. He is presented as a poet with an untied collar
and an earring in his left ear. The second is the handsome Cobbe
portrait on which several later paintings are based, all with
independent provenances, and which might have been the source
for Droeshout’s engraving.”
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SHAKESPEARE’S WRITING PROCESS

FROM
PARCHMENT TO
PERFORMANCE

Renowned Shakespeare scholar Professor Sir Stanley Wells
reveals how the playwright crafted his masterpieces

GETTY IMAGES X5, ALAMY X3, CC-BY-NC-ND IMAGES X3 COURTESY OF THE SHAKESPEARE BIRTHPLACE TRUST

I

n Shakespeare’s time, playwriting
was a matter of both perspiration
and inspiration. First he had to
think up a story, which he would
shape into a plot. Usually this
meant he had to do a lot of fresh reading,
because most of Shakespeare’s plays are
based either on history or on stories that
had already been written down.
For plays based on English history,
such as Richard II, Richard III, and those
about Henry IV and Henry V, Shakespeare
would have read big, heavy books
such as the Chronicles by Raphael
Holinshed. When he wrote about
ancient Rome, in plays such
as Julius Caesar, Coriolanus,
and Antony and Cleopatra,
he would have turned to
Sir Thomas North’s English
translation of Parallel Lives,
a collection of biographies
written by the Greek historian
Plutarch. These tomes are not the
sort of thing you can slip into your
pocket and dip into over lunch.

A 16th-century
illustration of Robert
Greene, author of
Pandosto – the short
work of prose fiction
that inspired The
Winter’s Tale

bottle of ink, but also a big table to rest his
books on. He would be looking for stories
that provided opportunities for dramatic
action, such as personal confrontations,
quarrels and reconciliations, murders,
wooings and seductions, episodes of
mourning and of celebration, comic
repartee and physical humour. He
would bear in mind the need for variety:
conspicuously, each of Shakespeare’s
plays has its own identity, its individual
poetic voice, its own imagined world.
He would think about possibilities
for stirring speeches, such as the
orations in Julius Caesar and
the soliloquies of Richard II,
Richard III, and Hamlet; he
would seek climactic battle
sequences, death scenes and
comic reconciliations, and
scenes of mourning or of
celebration to round off
the action.

METICULOUS PLOTTING

For comedies, and for tragedies
including Romeo and Juliet and Othello,
Shakespeare often turned to tales of
romance and adventure set in Italy,
collected from mainly Italian sources.
And occasionally he found matter for a
play in books by contemporary English
writers. As You Like It is based on a tale
called Rosalynde by Thomas Lodge,
published in 1590, and The Winter’s
Tale on Pandosto by Robert Greene, who
insulted Shakespeare by referring to him
as an “upstart crow” in 1592.
We can imagine Shakespeare reading
these books in the peace and quiet
of a study at his home in New Place,
Stratford–upon-Avon, or perhaps in his
London lodgings or some sort of office in
the Globe. He would have needed not just
a pile of parchment, his quill pen and a
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MAIN: Bottom’s head becomes that of a donkey in A Midsummer Night’s
Dream. The role was likely written with comic actor Will Kemp in mind
RIGHT: A desk box and writing tools like those Shakespeare would
have used

As his imagination shaped stories
into dramatic plots, Shakespeare
would have had to think hard about
practicalities such as the number of
actors available to him, their capabilities
and limitations, the need to provide
starring opportunities for leading players
such as Richard Burbage, the first Romeo,
Hamlet and Macbeth, and for the comic
actor Will Kemp, who probably played
Bottom in A Midsummer Night’s Dream
and Dogberry in Much Ado About
Nothing. The company normally had
around 14 actors, all male; they would
often play more than one role in the same
production, requiring quick changes of
costume. Boys played women’s roles, and
there would only be three or four
of them in the company at any given
time, which explains why there are only
two women in Hamlet and Julius Caesar
and only three in Othello. If he wanted
more characters, Shakespeare would have
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had to think about the possibilities of
individual actors playing more than one
role, and of allowing them enough time
to change costumes as they shifted from
one identity to another.

PLAYING TO THE CROWD

Shakespeare would also have had to
think about the buildings in which his
plays were to be acted. At the Globe
there were doors at each side of the
stage and a central aperture at the
back from which actors could enter.
There was an upper level that would
have served for the wooing scene in
Romeo and Juliet or for Cleopatra’s
monument. There was a central trap
door for Ophelia’s grave in Hamlet. But
there was no scenery, so Shakespeare
would have had to evoke settings through
his poetry. And when the players went
on tour, as they often did in Lent and
when the London playhouses were
closed in times of plague, they would
perform in places such as guildhalls, the
halls of country houses, schoolrooms
and barns. With no special facilities,
performing in such locations would
have required improvised changes
of text and action. Players had to be
masters of improvisation – as we see in
A Midsummer Night’s Dream as Bottom
the weaver and his friends get ready to
perform before the duke and his guests.
With all this in mind, Shakespeare
had to create a ground plan for his play,
shaping his story into dramatic form,
deciding how to introduce his major
characters, devising theatrically effective
episodes to carry the action forward,
and thinking about whether to write a
subplot to act as a counterpoint to the
main narrative. He had to give the action
an appropriate beginning, middle and
end, all the time bearing in mind the

ABOVE: The current Globe Theatre opened in 1997 and was
built from the same kind of wood the original builders would
have used – green oak – using the same techniques and tools
as carpenters in Shakespeare’s time
TOP: An artist’s impression of the original Globe around 1600
need to engage and entertain demanding
audiences. These ranged from his
company’s patrons Elizabeth I and her
successor James VI and I and their guests
when the plays were given at court, as
well as the aristocrats, the law students,
the merchants and their wives, and the
humbler groundlings who thronged to
the Globe to see and hear his plays.
Once he had plotted his play,
Shakespeare would have turned his mind
to the dialogue. Most plays were written
at least partly in either blank (unrhymed)
or rhyming verse. Four of Shakespeare’s
plays – Richard II, King John, and Henry
VI, Part 1 and Part 3 – use virtually no
prose. But prose came increasingly to be
used especially for low-life characters,
and for comedy. Sometimes Shakespeare
based verse speeches quite closely on the
prose that he found in his sources. More
frequently he let his imagination run
free, employing a vast range of styles –
from colloquial prose to rhetorical verse
with virtuosic skill. He took inspiration
not only from the books he read but
also, no doubt, from real life – from the
townsfolk of Stratford, the people he met
on his long journeys on horseback, taking
two or three days each way, between his
hometown and the capital, and on the
streets of London as he walked from his
lodgings to the playhouse. d
SIR STANLEY WELLS is emeritus
professor of Shakespeare Studies at
the University of Birmingham, honorary
emeritus governor of the Royal Shakespeare
Company and honorary president of the
Shakespeare Birthplace Trust

Shakespeare’s Globe playhouse came
to a sad end on 29 June 1613. During a
performance of Henry VIII, or All Is True,
a burning scrap of rag or paper that had
been fired from a cannon to mark the king’s
entrance wafted up into the thatched roof
and set it on fire. Within an hour the theatre
had burned to the ground.
Miraculously, an eyewitness account tells
us, “nothing did perish but wood and straw
and a few forsaken cloaks. Only one man
had his breeches set on fire, that would have
broiled him if had not by the benefit of a
provident wit put it out with bottle ale.” The
only casualty was a man who was injured as a
result of entering the building to save a child.
Shakespeare wrote little after this.
Although a replacement playhouse was built
on the same site in 1614, the destruction of
the building in which his greatest plays had
first been acted broke his heart.

A MASTER COLLABORATOR?
There was a high demand for new plays in the
Elizabethan theatre, and partly because of this,
dramatists often wrote in collaboration. And
sometimes plays were revised by someone other
than their original author. In the prologue to
Volpone, Shakespeare’s friend and rival Ben Jonson
says he wrote the play in five weeks, “without a coadjutor, novice, journeyman or tutor”. This defines
four sorts of collaborator: equal partner, apprentice,
hack writer and master craftsman.
The only plays for which we have documentary
evidence to show that they were written by
Shakespeare in collaboration are The Two Noble
Kinsmen and the
lost Cardenio, but
scholars have come
increasingly to
believe, based on
stylistic evidence,
that he worked
along with other
writers on several
plays either early
or late in his career.
These include the
likes of Edward III,
Titus Andronicus
and All’s Well That
Ends Well.
A 1634 edition of The
Two Noble Kinsmen,
which Shakespeare wrote
in collaboration with
fellow playwright John
Fletcher (1579–1625)

SHAKESPEAREAN THEATRE

THE PLAY’S
THE THING

From the courtyards of inns to the first purpose-built
public playhouses, the theatre offered exciting new
leisure opportunities for ordinary Elizabethans
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ntertainment in late medieval
and Tudor London came in
a variety of forms, including
cockfighting, bearbaiting and
even public executions. Plays
at this time often had a religious theme
or a moral at the end – such as the battle
between good and evil.
The first introduction most people
would have had to plays would have been
performances by travelling companies
of players. Moving from town to town
in carts, these small troupes of actors
would put on performances, often in a
local inn or by using their cart as a stage.
The companies were usually run by the
actors themselves, who would invest
their own money, but it was a far from
lucrative business. The members of the
company were responsible for every
aspect of their productions, from making
the costumes to creating scenery and
staging. People would often be suspicious
of strangers travelling through their
parishes, especially with the frequent

outbreaks of plague that occurred during
the Elizabethan period.
Plays were often performed in the
courtyards of inns, public halls and
private residences, but as their popularity
grew, it became clear that dedicated
spaces to stage them were needed.
By 1590, London boasted four public
theatres: The Theatre, the Curtain, the
Newington Butts Theatre and the Rose,
with others such as the Swan, the Globe
and the Hope built later.

A model of the Rose Theatre. Built
in 1587, it was the first playhouse
to
stage a play by Shakespeare

ROYAL APPROVAL

Once Elizabeth I came to the throne
in 1558, popular plays evolved to
include comedies and tragedies,
with Shakespeare, Christopher
Marlowe and Ben Jonson
taking the lead as the most
INSIDE THE BOX
popular playwrights. The
It’s said that the modern
practice of buying theatre
Rose Theatre in Southwark
tickets at the ‘box office’ may
would be the first to have a
have come from the
play written by Shakespeare
Elizabethan tradition of
putting the admission fee
performed in it.
into a box on the way
into a playhouse.

In 1594, Shakespeare co-founded
an acting company called the Lord
Chamberlain’s Men. We know he acted
with them, but we do not know which
parts he played. Shakespeare was their
in-house and leading playwright, though
they also performed plays by other
people. Their repertory of plays changed
quickly so that there was always variety
to attract audiences.
As popular as the theatres were with
many Elizabethans, they were seen
as a threat by London’s officials, who
believed that large gatherings could have
a negative impact on law and order, and
become breeding grounds for theft and
criminality. Many attempts were made
to close them, but none succeeded – in
part owing to Elizabeth I’s continued
support of the establishments, with the
only shutdowns coming when the plague
swept through the city.
Nobles and wealthy individuals often
became patrons of acting companies,
one of the most famous being Lord
Chamberlain Henry Carey, who was the
patron of the Lord Chamberlain’s Men.
Noble patrons were useful: they gave the
company political protection, as well as
financial backing.
It was also boon to theatre’s survival
that most of London’s playhouses were
built outside the official city boundaries,
many around the South Bank of the
Thames – a vibrant entertainment district
that boasted a wealth of taverns, brothels
and animal-baiting arenas. The Lord
Mayor had no jurisdiction here. If he
wanted to protest against the theatres, he
had to resort to sending angry messages
to the queen.

MAIN: Christopher Marlowe was one of
Elizabethan theatre’s most prominent
playwrights until his death in 1593
INSET: A portrait of Lord Chamberlain
Henry Carey, who served as the patron
of Shakespeare’s playing company
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This landscape image of London, dated
c1630, shows old St Paul’s Cathedral and
old London Bridge, as well as several
playhouses with their flags flying
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SHAKESPEAREAN THEATRE
LEFT: Southwark’s original Globe Theatre is
depicted to the right of the image. On the left is
the Bear Garden, which – as its name suggests
– hosted bearbaiting
BELOW: The reconstructed Globe on London’s
South Bank, near the Tate Modern gallery
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ALL THE WORLD’S A STAGE

In 1599, the Lord Chamberlain’s Men
opened their own theatre in Southwark
called the Globe. This replaced The
Theatre in Shoreditch, which was forced
to close in 1597 after its lease ran out –
the structure was pulled down and its
timber used for the new venue near the
Thames. It’s believed that Julius Caesar
was the first play Shakespeare wrote for
the Globe, and many more of his bestknown plays would receive their first
performances here, including Hamlet
and Othello.
The Globe was polygonal, a many-sided
building with an open-air yard directly
in front of the stage, along with tiered
galleries covered by a small roof. There
was also a small ‘tiring house’ where
actors would change into their costumes,
along with a canopy directly above the
stage known as the ‘heavens’, which
protected the actors from rain and could
be used to lower characters from above.
A flag would fly from the theatre to
let people know that a show would take
place that day. Performances were held
during daylight; the words of the script
told the audience when to imagine that a
scene was taking place at night. Wealthier
members of the audience – typically
merchants and businessmen – would sit
around the stage in the galleries. Those
who paid less, known as groundlings,
would stand in the yard or pit. Standing
here cost one penny and it was one
penny more to sit in the gallery on a
bench, but being a groundling took you
much closer to the action. The nobility
would sit in higher-status areas closer
to the stage, known as the lords’ or
gentlemen’s rooms.
Unlike the elaborate sets that many
modern shows rely on, Elizabethan
performances had little in the way of
scenery. Audiences depended on the
characters to explain where the play
was set. Special effects were made
possible using trapdoors, which could
usher in devils and ghosts, while angels
and gods could be lowered from above
with ropes. A cannonball rolling across
the stage could imitate thunder, while
firecrackers could herald the use of
magic. Elizabethan audiences loved
violent scenes and gore, so real animal

SHAKESPEARE’S RULERS

would be performed. The power of
a moving soliloquy – a speech given by
one character within a play as if they are
talking to themselves – could render even
the most animated audience into
a captivated silence.
Snacks such as apples and pears
would be served, and women known as
apple-wives would sell the fruits in the
yard and galleries. These apples came in
handy if the audience wanted something
to show the actors that they were bored.
Ale and wine were also popular to drink
while enjoying the play.

ONE MAN IN HIS TIME
PLAYS MANY PARTS

Trapdoors were installed in
Elizabethan theatres to
assist with special effects

Actors – known as players – would
often join an acting company as young
boys, working as apprentices and trained
by senior actors. As well as learning how
to memorise their lines, they would also
be taught sword fighting (a key element
of many plays – get it wrong and you
risked being hurt), and how to dance
and sing. Some of the most well-known
actors during Shakespeare’s time were
Richard Burbage, William Kemp and
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blood would often
be employed: if a
character was to be
beheaded, the fake head
would often contain a pig’s
bladder filled with blood, which
would then flood across the stage.
Up to 3,000 people would have
squeezed into the Globe to catch
a glimpse of the latest play and the
atmosphere would have been rowdy
and excitable – cheering for the lovers
and heckling for the villains. As the
theatre was still a fairly new form of
entertainment, audiences would eagerly
await the next scene, keen to see how it

Food waste in the
form of fruit seeds
and nutshells
discovered during
excavations of the
Rose theatre

Scores of people still pack into the Globe every year to
hear the very words that Shakespeare wrote – more
than 400 years after his death

Edward Alleyn.
Clothing in the Elizabethan period
had strict rules – it was a sign of rank,
and actors were the only people allowed
to wear clothing of ranks higher than
themselves. Female characters were
played by boys and young men because
women were not allowed on stage in
England’s public theatres until 1660.
Wearing makeup, wigs and a farthingale
(a series of hoops to make a skirt stand
out and give the illusion of hips), the boys
nonetheless looked convincing.
In 1613, during a performance of
Shakespeare’s Henry VIII, or All Is
True, the Globe caught fire after sparks
from the playhouse cannon set fire to
the thatched roof. It was rebuilt and
opened in 1614 with a tiled roof, but
by this time Shakespeare had retired
from writing. This second theatre
would remain in use until 1642, when
a parliamentary decree pressed for
by the Puritans saw it closed. Today, a
reconstruction of the Globe sits near
to its original position and still holds
performances of Shakespeare’s plays. d

Did Shakespeare have personal connections
with the monarchs who reigned during his
lifetime? And how much influence did they
have over his work?
Queen Elizabeth I was a
Shakespeare’s company
noted lover of the theatre,
performed for Elizabeth I
and numerous private
on numerous occasions
plays were performed
for her in her palaces.
The Lord Chamberlain’s
Men – the company
Shakespeare belonged to
– would often create plays
especially for the court,
so the queen would have
certainly been familiar
with his material. In fact,
the rise of professional
theatres, companies and
playwrights were among
the chief characteristics
of the artistic culture
she led.
Once James VI and I ascended the English
throne, Shakespeare and his company were no
doubt concerned what the change in ruler might
mean for them. They needn’t have worried: the
king swiftly declared himself the new patron of
Shakespeare’s company, which was renamed the
King’s Men. The company was even required to
participate in the king’s coronation procession.
It’s believed that Shakespeare’s Scottish tragedy
Macbeth was in part inspired by the monarch’s
obsession with witchcraft – James personally
attended witch trials and even wrote a book on the
subject. The play follows the title character after he
is told by three witches that he will become king of
Scotland, resulting in him attempting to murder his
way to throne.

WORDS: EMMA SLATTERY WILLIAMS

William Kemp (right), a
prominent member of the
Lord Chamberlain’s Men, was
well known for his stage jigs

A 19th-century depiction of Macbeth’s encounter with the three witches,
painted by Dutch-French artist Ary Scheffer
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SHAKESPEARE’S HIGHLIGHTS

SHAKESPEARE’S

CREATIVE MILESTONES
Selected ‘highlights’ from the life of the
great playwright...
1590–92

Shakespeare begins his career as a
collaborative dramatist and works on
three plays about Henry VI.

1592

He is called an “upstart crow” in
Greene’s Groatsworth of Wit.

1593

His name first appears in print with the
publication of his highly popular and erotic
poem Venus and Adonis. His tragic poem
Lucrece appears in 1594. Both works are
dedicated to Henry Wriothesley, the
Earl of Southampton.

1594

He co-founds a new theatre company, the
Lord Chamberlain’s Men. The Comedy of
Errors is performed for the lawyers at Gray’s
Inn on 28 December.

1598

The scholar Francis Meres praises
Shakespeare for being “honey-tongued”
and notices him as a writer of poems,
including sonnets, and plays.

1599–1600

The Globe Theatre opens, and
Shakespeare writes Henry V,
Julius Caesar and Hamlet.

1602

Twelfth Night, or What You Will is
performed for law students at the Middle
Temple on 2 February.

1603

The Lord Chamberlain’s Men are
renamed the King’s Men when James VI
and I ascends the throne.

1606

King Lear is performed on St Stephen’s
night (26 December) at Whitehall
Palace before King James VI and I.

1609

Shakespeare’s Sonnets published.

1611

The Winter’s Tale is performed at
the Globe Theatre. The Tempest is
performed on All Saints’ Day
(1 November) before the king.

1612

Fellow playwright John Webster praises
“the right happy and copious industry
of Master Shakespeare”.

1613

The Globe Theatre burns down on 29 June
during a performance of Henry VIII, or All
Is True, a play that he has co-written with
John Fletcher.

1623

GETTY IMAGES X2

Master William Shakespeare’s Comedies,
Histories, and Tragedies is published in folio
size, and contains 36 of his plays, but none
of his poems. It has become known
as the First Folio. d
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SHAKESPEARE’S SONNETS

THE KEY TO
SHAKESPEARE’S
HEART
Dr Paul Edmondson examines Shakespeare’s
Sonnets and reveals what they tell us about the
thoughts and desires of the man who wrote them

Scorn not the Sonnet; Critic, you
have frowned,
Mindless of its just honours;
with this key
Shakespeare unlocked his
heart…
Wordsworth’s remark about
Shakespeare’s Sonnets being
the “key” to Shakespeare’s
“heart” proved controversial at
the time. The Sonnets had long
provoked blushes, embarrassment
and defensive reactions. William
Hazlitt referred to them as “somewhat
equivocal”; Samuel Taylor Coleridge
assured his seven-year-old son that
Shakespeare was “in his heart’s heart
chaste”. All readers of Shakespeare’s
Sonnets eventually have to admit that
some of them express Shakespeare’s
desire for men as well as women.
A collection of 154 of Shakespeare’s
sonnets was first published in 1609. It
includes some of the greatest of all poems
in English (for example Sonnets 12, 18,
20, 27, 29, 30, 73, 116, 129, 130 and 138).
The Sonnets did not appear in print
again until 1640, and even then, they
were adapted. Some of their masculine
pronouns were changed into the
feminine form. Sonnet 108’s “sweet boy”
was altered to “sweet-love”; Sonnet 104’s
“friend” to “fair love”. They were given
titles and Shakespeare’s open and multidirectional love poems were wielded into
a narrative he never intended.

William Wordsworth
(1770–1850) remained
an ardent admirer of
Shakespeare’s Sonnets

The Shakespeare scholar Edmond
Malone published the first critical edition
of the Sonnets in 1778, adding more
commentary in 1790. Unfortunately,
Malone misread the Sonnets and cast a
long and debilitating critical shadow over
them. He erroneously assumed that the
first 126 are all addressed to a man, and
to only one man, to whom he evasively
refers as “this person”, and that the
remaining 28 are all addressed to
“a lady”. Malone’s error became
a critical commonplace. For

three centuries most
readers have approached
the Sonnets with only two
addressees in mind, constructed
stories about them, and used them to
write Shakespearean biography.
But the Sonnets themselves present
an altogether different and much richer
truth. Shakespeare was writing them
over a long period of time. It was not
until 1971 that the Shakespearean scholar

GETTY IMAGES X3, ALAMY X1
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n 1827, the English Romantic poet
William Wordsworth published
a collection simply known as his
Poetical Works. Of its contents, one
of the most intriguing passages is
to be found in his sonnet about sonnets,
Scorn Not the Sonnet, which opens with
the following lines:

ABOVE: The title page from a 1796 work
by renowned Shakespeare scholar Edmond
Malone (1741–1812), whose erroneous
assumptions about the Sonnets were widely
accepted for centuries
LEFT: An engraving of Malone
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SHAKESPEARE’S SONNETS

SHAKESPEARE
IN NUMBERS

Andrew Gurr posited that Sonnet
145 could be regarded as Shakespeare’s
earliest poem. Its iambic tetrameter
makes it distinctive. It reads like an early
work. Its couplet puns on the maiden
name of Shakespeare’s wife:

ALAMY X1, GETTY IMAGES X11

‘I hate’ from hate away she threw,
And saved my life, saying ‘not you.’
“Hate away” was an alternative
pronunciation of ‘Hathaway’, and we
might even hear the name ‘Anne’ in
the final line: “Anne saved my life...”
Perhaps Sonnet 145 dates from 1582,
the year William and Anne married.
Other potentially early sonnets include
153 and 154. Both of them are different
translations of the same Greek epigram
and might originate from one of
Shakespeare’s grammar school exercises.
In recent years, MacDonald P Jackson
has suggested a chronology of the
Sonnets by relating unusual words and
expressions in them to the plays. It
seems that Shakespeare was writing the
Sonnets over at least 27 years. Moreover,
the Sonnets are not printed in the order
in which Shakespeare wrote them. The
earliest, from 1582, are printed in the
later part of the collection (Sonnets
127–154), and the ones written last,
between 1600 and 1609, are printed
earlier (Sonnets 104-126).
The implications of this chronology
are important. Shakespeare was not
setting out to tell a story, still less to
write a sonnet sequence – as many of his
contemporaries had done in the early
to mid-1590s. Instead, he was writing
sonnets for personal and ultimately
unknowable reasons, and kept writing
them long after the vogue for sonnets
had passed. Wordsworth was right:
Shakespeare’s Sonnets are the key to
unlocking Shakespeare’s heart, but that
key has now taken on an altogether
different shape.
Fourteen sonnets are undoubtedly
addressed to a man, and a further
13 might be because of the sonnets
printed immediately before or after them.
They are not addressed to the same male
subject. Sonnet 26 refers to the “Lord of
my love”, Sonnet 54 to a “beauteous and
lovely youth”, and Sonnet 126 to a “lovely
boy”. Their addressees differ in age and
social status.
Only seven sonnets are unambiguously
addressed to a female, and only two
more are likely to be. The so-called ‘Dark
Lady’ (a term that Shakespeare never
uses) is one of literature’s most famous
red herrings. The beauty of blackness is
praised in Sonnet 127; the addressee of
Sonnet 132 is admired for her black eyes
– like “loving mourners” – and “a woman
coloured ill” is mentioned in Sonnet
144. These three sonnets, and the other
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“SHAKESPEARE KEPT
WRITING SONNETS LONG
AFTER THE VOGUE FOR
THEM HAD PASSED”
female-directed ones, might all refer to
several different women.
Only 121 out of the 154 sonnets are
addressed to people; 85 of these could
be to a male or a female; 25 sonnets are
meditations, or reflections; seven sonnets
are addressed to abstract concepts
(Sonnets 19 and 123, for example, are
both addressed to “Time”); and two

The title page of
Shakespeare’s Sonnets.
Only 13 copies of the
volume are known to
have survived to the
present day

A selection of the 154 sonnets that appear in the
Shakespeare’s famous 1609 collection. With a
few notable exceptions, nearly all of the poems
conform to the same structure

sonnets are translations. It is high time to
bury Malone’s two sonnet-protagonists,
and in so doing we set Shakespeare’s
Sonnets free – as a collection of related
but ultimately separate poems.
Shakespeare’s personality now shines
through the Sonnets in new ways. To
claim that the 1609 collection contains
mainly private poems is supported by
its title-page: “Shakespeare’s Sonnets.
Never before imprinted.” He is referred
to in only the third person. The publisher
assumes we know who Shakespeare
is. We are not told his first name.
The absence of “by William
Shakespeare” supports the view
that the poems were published
without Shakespeare’s
permission. The printer’s
dedication to “the only begetter
of these ensuing sonnets”, a
“Mr W.H.”, appears therefore to
be directed to the procurer of the
manuscript, rather than to their inspirer.
Shakespeare either loaned his papers
(perhaps a notebook) to Mr W.H., or
else Mr W.H. obtained the Sonnets by
some other means. Shakespeare presents
himself in Sonnet 136 in which he puns
throughout on his first name – “will” – in
relation to sexual desire. The sonnet ends
with an explicit self-identification:

Make but my name thy love, and love
that still,
And then thou lov’st me for my name
is Will.
Allusions to Shakespeare’s first name also
occur in Sonnets 22, 57, 89, 134, and 143.
The fact that several of the sonnets
are extremely sexually explicit suggests
that they are either private confessions,
or poems intended to be seen by only
one other person. Sonnet 151, addressed
to a woman, refers to the poet having
an erection at the thought of her: his
“flesh”, “rising” at her name, does
“stand”, “proud of this pride”. Sonnet
20 is addressed to a man who looks like
a woman – “the master-mistress of my
passion”. Shakespeare delights in the
man’s “one thing”, in a man “pricked”
out “for women’s pleasure”. Sonnet
144 refers to “two loves”(a male and a
female). Sonnets 40-42 present a bisexual
love triangle; Sonnets 133 and 134 a
bisexual or exclusive gay one.
There is always much to say about
Shakespeare’s Sonnets, the key to his
heart, and it is surely likely that he
wrote many more than the 154 that have
survived. It was through the sonnet form
that Shakespeare’s own undeniably
bisexual nature became united with
his genius as a poet, and found fullest
expression and fulfilment. d

The number of deaths in his
plays. Among them…

52 are stabbed to death
4 are poisoned

3 are stabbed and poisoned
2 are baked into a pie
2 are hanged
1 is mauled off-stage
by a bear

1,640

The number of times
the word ‘love’
is featured in
Shakespeare’s plays
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Anne Hathaway
was around three
months pregnant
when she married
William Shakespeare
in 1582
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SHAKESPEARE’S ENGLAND
BAD D

 KENILWORTH
CASTLE

PLACES THAT
SHAPED THE LIFE OF

WILLIAM
SHAKESPEARE


 



Zoe Bramley visits the locations
famously associated with the writer’s
life – as well as those that have been forgotten
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STRATFORDUPON-AVON

The honey-coloured building simply
known as Shakespeare’s Birthplace on
Henley Street in Stratford-upon-Avon
is usually the first port of call for any
tourist visiting the Warwickshire town
where the playwright spent his early
days. With its thatched roof, gables and
timbered facade, it was the quintessential
Tudor townhouse.
William was the third-born of eight
children to his parents, John Shakespeare
and Mary Arden. It would have been
a crowded household, especially after
William’s marriage to the pregnant Anne
Hathaway. The noise and smells emanating
from John Shakespeare’s glovemaking
workshop, located in a room behind the
house, would have formed the sensory
background to William’s boyhood.
Today the house is conserved and
presented by the Shakespeare Birthplace
Trust. The rooms have been furnished
to evoke the interior of the house as it
would been in Shakespeare’s day, giving
the visitor an authentic glimpse into the
domestic life of an ordinary Tudor family.
Of course, that’s not the only big
draw for tourists making a pilgrimage to
Stratford-upon-Avon. Just a short walk
away is the town’s guildhall, containing the
schoolroom where Shakespeare developed
an early love for literature, as well as the
Holy Trinity Church, where he was laid to
rest in 1616.
In the suburb of Shottery, a mile west
from the town centre, you’ll also find the
large cottage where Shakespeare’s wife,
Anne Hathaway, spent her formative years.
Owned by members of the Hathaway
family as late as 1892, the site is now cared
for by the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust
and is open to the public.
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Situated in the heart of Stratford-uponAvon, Shakespeare’s Birthplace was most
likely built during the mid-16th century
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The red sandstone ruins of Kenilworth Castle are
today a haunting silhouette on the Warwickshire
landscape. Partially destroyed during the Civil Wars,
the medieval castle of Kenilworth was once a jewel of
the English Renaissance, lovingly restored and rebuilt by
Robert Dudley, the Earl of Leicester.
It was here, that from 9 July 1575, Dudley entertained
Queen Elizabeth I during a 19-day orgy of parties,
pageants, dances and open-air theatre. Some scholars
suggest that a young Shakespeare may have attended with
his father and witnessed a spectacle that he would later
recall in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. On that mysterious
evening an actor sailed a dolphin-shaped boat around
the lake outside the castle to the accompaniment of soft
music, as an explosion of fireworks lit up the night sky.
This seems to echo Oberon’s line: “Once I sat upon a
promontory, and heard a mermaid on a dolphin’s back
uttering such dulcet and harmonious breath that the rude
sea grew civil...”
Kenilworth Castle is today cared for by English Heritage,
and it is now possible, thanks to the construction of
a dizzying series of open-air walkways and stairs, to
peek into Elizabeth’s chambers at the top of Leicester’s
building. Look out for the half-timbered stable block built
by Leicester’s father, John, during the reign of Edward VI.

ABOVE: Founded during the 1120s, Kenilworth Castle
was extensively remodelled in the 16th century by
Queen Elizabeth I’s famous favourite, Robert Dudley
RIGHT: The castle shown in its 1570s heyday, before
suffering heavy damage in the 17th century during
the turbulent Civil Wars
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We know that Shakespeare spent time
in both Warwickshire and London, but
an intriguing theory could also place
him in Lancashire for a short spell during
his youth.
Rufford Old Hall near Ormskirk is famous
among ghost hunters for the spooks and
spirits that are said to haunt the rooms. It
has two wings, the oldest of which dates
from 1530 when the Hesketh family began
construction work. Legend has it that
William Shakespeare, along with a certain
Fulk Gillam, worked here as an actor for
a brief period in 1581. They would have
performed in the atmospheric great hall – a
space adorned with intricate wall carvings
and a hammer-beamed roof (an English
medieval timber roof system).

One of the three bedrooms
inside the Birthplace, which
is open for visitors to explore

HELEN’S
 ST
BISHOPSGATE

Shakespeare may have trod the
boards at Rufford Old Hall while
still a teenager

ABOVE: The childhood home of Anne
Hathaway, Shakespeare’s wife, is located
in Shottery – now a suburb of Stratford
RIGHT: Inside the schoolroom above
the Stratford Guildhall, which Shakespeare
is known to have attended as a young boy

A painted bust of Shakespeare
casts a watchful eye over his tomb
at Stratford’s Holy Trinity Church

St Helen’s Bishopsgate is now
dwarfed by 30 St Mary Axe –
better known as the Gherkin

Most of the medieval churches in the City
of London have been destroyed over the
years, but if Shakespeare returned today
he would surely recognise St Helen’s
Bishopsgate. He lived in the parish for
some time after his arrival in London, a
fact handed down to us thanks to the tax
collectors who searched (in vain) for him
when it was time to pay up.
Shakespeare’s local church was
St Helen’s, a building that still stands –
albeit in a vastly different architectural
context. Dwarfed now by glass skyscrapers
and office blocks, it looks like a ghostly
remnant from a more spiritual past. The
church was once part of a Benedictine
nunnery, and has an unusual appearance
from the outside, as if two churches have
been pushed together.
Although the church runs a busy
schedule of meetings and classes, visitors
are today welcome to wander about the
shadowy interior, admiring the many
Tudor-era monuments dotted about. Look
out for the Shakespeare window in the
nave, a feature that commemorates his
association with the church.
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LEFT: A 20th-century imagining of the Rose
Theatre, which was demolished in the early 1600s
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BELOW: Archaeologists excavate the foundations
of the lost Elizabethan playhouse in 1989

 THE
ROSE
Shakespeare is most famously associated
with the Globe on Bankside, but we know
that his plays were also performed at the
Rose, located nearby. Philip Henslowe, the
theatre impresario, built the playhouse on
the site of a Bankside tenement in 1587.
Bankside was notorious for its brothels and
gambling dens, and is often described as
the main entertainment district of the early
modern era.
Shakespeare’s early play, Henry VI,
Part I, was performed at the Rose in
1592, and on 24 January 1594 it was the
venue for his gruesome tragedy Titus
Andronicus. Whether the blood-soaked
action of the play delighted or appalled
those first playgoers is unknown.
Not far away, traitors’ heads leered down
at the people crossing over London Bridge,
while in the bear-baiting rings, ravenous
dogs tore their fangs into the animals – it
was hardly a fair match, as the bears were
chained up and de-clawed.
The archaeological remains of the Rose
were uncovered in 1989. The site today
boasts a fascinating exhibition about the
history of the playhouse, and hosts modern
theatre companies.

of the
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Shakespeare lived and worked during
a rather paranoid age, so everything he
wrote needed to be passed by the official
censor before it could be performed in
public. The man to whom he reported was
Sir Edmund Tilney, who operated from an
office within the former priory of St John
of Jerusalem.
Located in Clerkenwell, the priory
fell victim to the Dissolution of the
Monasteries (1536–41), and gradually fell
into ruin before being dismantled. The only
surviving remnant of the building is the
16th-century gatehouse that was later used
as a storeroom by Henry VIII. Tilney is also
said to have worked from this building.
The gatehouse is today a museum
dedicated to the Order of St John, and
offers free, guided tours.

 MIDDLE
TEMPLE HALL
Middle Temple Hall in central London is
a somewhat under-appreciated location on
the Shakespeare trail. It is easy to forget
The building form
that this Elizabethan great hall, tucked
s part of the
historic Middle Te
away in the alleyways of the Middle Temple,
mple – one
of London’s four
Inns of Court
offers guided tours of its magnificent
interior. It was here, on 2 February 1602,
that a student of the Middle Temple recorded
seeing a performance of Twelfth Night. His favourite scene of the play seems
to have been the humbling of Malvolio.
Look out for the table known as the ‘cupboard’ – legend says it was made from
the wooden hatch cover of the Golden Hind (the ship Sir Francis Drake used to
circumnavigate the globe between 1577 and 1580). Film fans may also recognise the
hall from the scene in Shakespeare in Love (1998) in which Elizabeth I enjoys
a command performance of The Two Gentlemen of Verona.

 DOVER

An assortment of artefacts found
during the excavation of the Rose
Theatre (clockwise from top left):
Glass beads originally sewn onto
costumes; a complete leather shoe;
copper alloy dress pins used to secure
items of clothing; a golden ring
inscribed with the words “Think of me,
God willing” in French
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Middle Temple Hall appears in the 1998 film
Shakespeare in Love, which features Colin
Firth and Judi Dench among its central cast

This final destination may seem an unusual addition to the list, but
Shakespeare was very familiar with the White Cliffs of Dover. The King’s
Men (the acting company formerly known as the Lord Chamberlain’s
Men, to which Shakespeare belonged for most of his career) performed in
the town in 1605, 1606 and 1610, and the playwright uses a scene in King
Lear (1606) to describe in detail the dizzying heights of the clifftops. Edgar
says: “How fearful and dizzy ‘tis, to cast one’s eye so low!”
He goes on to describe the fishermen on the beach below as small as
mice, then appears to have a dizzy turn: “I’ll look no more, lest my brain
turn, and the deficient sight topple down headlong.”
The cliff described in King Lear is appropriately known as ‘Shakespeare’s
Cliff’. On 23 April 1616, just days after his birthday and six years after his
last performance in Dover, Shakespeare died. Compared to some of the
brutally short lives of his contemporaries, he was lucky to have lived to
52, having created a massive catalogue of plays, poems and sonnets.
The man whose soaring flights of fancy gave us A Midsummer Night’s
Dream, The Tempest and Macbeth could not have imagined he would
become one of the most famous Englishmen in history. d

Dover’s towering White Cliffs
inspired an iconic scene in
Shakespeare’s King Lear
ZOE BRAMLEY is the author of The Shakespeare
Trail: A Journey into Shakespeare’s England (Amberley
Publishing, 2015)
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FACT, FICTION,
OR SOMEWHERE
IN BETWEEN?
With the help of Dr Paul Edmondson, we explore the
historical evidence and plausibility behind 13 common
statements about William Shakespeare

A 19th-century reimagining of Shakespeare’s
courtship of Anne Hathaway. Shakespeare’s
youth and Anne’s pregnancy made their
marriage something of a local scandal

Anne Hathaway was 26 when
she wed the 18-year-old William
Shakespeare, but she was far from
being left on the shelf, says Paul
Edmondson. “Men were definitely
marrying women of Anne’s age
during this period – she was
certainly still considered to be
of marriageable age. What is
unusual about their union, though,
is Shakespeare’s youth. He was
technically underage when they
married (men came of age at
21) and had to ask his father’s
permission to wed, so it was a pretty
unusual set of circumstances.
“Historian Jeanne Jones has
identified that between 1570 and
1630, the average age for men

to marry was 26, and only three
married under the age of 20 – of
those three, Shakespeare was the
youngest, and the only man whose
wife-to-be was already pregnant.”
“Anne’s pregnancy before
marriage and Shakespeare’s youth
would have been something of a
scandal,” continues Edmondson,
“and certainly not something
anyone would have planned. The
marriage meant that Shakespeare
was forced to give up whatever
apprenticeship he had [married men
were not allowed to be apprentices],
so there must have been real
concerns about how he would
support his new family with no
formal trade under his belt.”

WILLIAM AND ANNE
WERE MARRIED AT HIS
LOCAL PARISH CHURCH,
HOLY TRINITY

TRUTHO

METER

UNLIKELY

TRUTHO

METER

The location of Anne and William’s
marriage has frustrated centuries
of biographers, and there is still no
definitive answer. Several options
have been put forward: an entry for
the marriage licence of ‘Willelmum
Shaxpere’ and ‘Annam Whateley’
at St Andrew’s Church in Temple
Grafton (a village about five miles

According to legend, young William Shakespeare
was hauled up before local magistrate and
owner of Charlecote Park,
Sir Thomas Lucy, after he
was caught poaching deer
on the estate. It’s a popular
tale, but is there any truth to it?
“The deer-poaching story is
a nice anecdote, but we don’t
know if it actually happened,”
says Paul Edmondson. “There is
no documentary evidence of any
local prosecutions for poaching during
Shakespeare’s younger years, and there
wasn’t even a deer park at Charlecote at
this time. That doesn’t prove that
Shakespeare wasn’t found poaching
somewhere on the estate, though. The
story dates back to at least the 1680s
– within the lifetime of Sir Thomas
Lucy’s great-nephews and
great-nieces – so
there could
be a ring of
truth to it
somewhere.”
An engraving imagines a young William
Shakespeare standing before Sir Thomas Lucy
after the former’s arrest for poaching deer at
Charlecote Park, near Stratford-upon-Avon
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ANNE HATHAWAY WAS
AN ‘OLD MAID’ WHEN SHE
MARRIED SHAKESPEARE

3

LAUSIBL

P
SHAKESPEARE WAS
FORCED TO LEAVE
STRATFORD-UPONAVON IN A HURRY AFTER
HE WAS CAUGHT POACHING
DEER AT NEARBY CHARLECOTE

GETTY IMAGES X3, ALAMY X1
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from Stratford,
and four miles from Anne
Hathaway’s house in Shottery) has
often been cited as ‘proof’ of the
marriage. Other possible locations
include St Martin’s, Worcester;
Luddington; and Holy Trinity in
Stratford-upon-Avon.
“I’m increasingly of the view
that William and Anne
married at All Saints Church
s
Saint
All
The tiny
in Billesley,” comments
Church in Billesley may
Edmondson. “It was the
have been the venue for
church that Shakespeare’s
Shakespeare’s wedding
granddaughter, Elizabeth,
chose for her second
marriage, even though she
had no known connections
to the place – it might well
be that she chose the venue
because her grandparents
had been married there.
Billesley is also close to
Wilmcote, which is where
Shakespeare’s mother’s
family was from. Plus, it
was out of the way for a
hasty marriage because
Anne was already pregnant.
The associated scandal
would have meant the pair
would likely have avoided
their local church of
Holy Trinity.”
MAY 2021
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SHAKESPEARE MYTHS
William Shakespeare
(Kenneth Branagh) and Anne
Hathaway (Judi Dench) are
reunited during his retirement
years in Stratford in the 2018
film All Is True. The reality was
somewhat different

5

SHAKESPEARE
IS NOT THE
REAL AUTHOR
OF THE WORKS
ATTRIBUTED TO HIM

FALSE

TRUTHO

METER

Myths and conspiracy theories have swirled around
the authorship of Shakespeare’s works since the 19th
century. Some doubters believe Shakespeare couldn’t
have been a writer because no books are mentioned in
his will, while others cite his humble background as a
reason why he could not have been so successful.
“Each piece of evidence points to the fact that
Shakespeare did author the works rather than didn’t,” says
Edmondson. “Books tended not to be mentioned in wills
at this time; they were listed in inventories. And we don’t
have an inventory for Shakespeare. Authorship deniers
find it unlikely that someone from a humble background
could have been so successful. But we see all the time
that genius can arise from surprising places. Each piece
of evidence that puts Shakespeare as the creator of his
works needs to be contradicted before we can even
consider anyone else as the possible author, and that’s
something that authorship deniers simply cannot do.”

BUT WHAT ABOUT COLLABORATIONS?

4
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SHAKESPEARE
ABANDONED HIS
FAMILY FOR A NEW LIFE
IN LONDON, BUT RETIRED
BACK TO STRATFORD-UPON-AVON
“Nobody knows the precise reason
why Shakespeare left Stratfordupon-Avon for London,” says
Edmondson. “In the absence of
this information, a rags to riches,
‘Dick Whittington’ type of story
has grown up around Shakespeare
– that he went to find his fortune
and then remained in London until
his ‘retirement’, when he returned
home to Stratford. The truth is, that
there were always two centres of
Shakespeare’s life from around the
late 1580s, when we know he was in
London, until around 1612, when we
know he was more or less living fulltime in Stratford.
“Shakespeare bought New Place
– a freehold with between 20 and
30 rooms, as the archaeology would
have us believe – in 1597, and by
1598 had remodelled the front of it.
The house was one of the largest
in Stratford and would surely have
been his pride and joy. His decision
to buy and alter the house doesn’t
smack of someone who wasn’t
there often. New Place would have
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FALSE

TRUTHO

METER

been his retreat when the London
theatres closed due to plague, which
they often did, and was where his
wife and children were.”
In 1602, Shakespeare bought land
in Stratford for the sum of £320,
followed by an investment of £440
in a share of Stratford’s tithes
(a form of taxes on people who
worked the land, which generated
an income for their owners) –
actions that would also place
him frequently in his home town,
comments Edmondson. “The
investments Shakespeare makes
in Stratford in 1602 and 1605
would have required managing
and overseeing. What’s more, from
1604–12, references to Shakespeare
in London are very few, which
suggests he was spending more
time in Stratford. When you look at
the evidence, an image emerges of a
man who was spending time in both
places – this isn’t someone who, as it
were, retired back to his hometown
as Kenneth Branagh’s 2018 film, All Is
True, would have us believe.”

“We’ve known that Shakespeare was a collaborator
since his own lifetime,” comments Edmondson. “When
The Two Noble Kinsmen (written in c1613–14), was
published in 1634, it was jointly attributed to John
Fletcher and William Shakespeare. The History of
Cardenio, a lost play known to have been performed
by the King’s Men in 1613, was also mentioned,
posthumously, as a collaboration between them. Henry
VIII, or All Is True was also written in collaboration with
Fletcher, although this wasn’t realised until the 19th
century. We know this because of stylistic evidence.
For example, one of the stylistic ‘fingerprints’ of
John Fletcher was that he used ‘ye’ rather than ‘you’.
Shakespeare, on the other hand, rarely used ‘ye’, so the
scenes written by Fletcher are pretty obvious.
“We also know that he collaborated with Thomas
Middleton. Shakespeare tended to collaborate at the
beginning and the end of his career. Particularly before
1594 when he was a jobbing playwright finding his feet
in the professional theatre world. After he becomes a
co-founding shareholder in the Lord Chamberlain’s Men
theatre company, Shakespeare seems to have become
a single author focused on writing for the benefit of that
company to make money.”

Fellow playwright John Fletcher
(above) collaborated with Shakespeare
on several works, including The Two
Noble Kinsmen (right)

6

SHAKESPEARE
INVENTED THOUSANDS
OF WORDS

7

SHAKESPEARE
WAS UNHAPPY IN
HIS MARRIAGE

FALSE

TRUTHO

METER

Shakespeare has long been credited as the creator of
thousands of words in the English language that
are still in use today. But, says Edmondson, the number
of words coined by the great playwright is actually
significantly fewer.
A team of experts led by Professor Jonathan
Culpeper from Lancaster University, launched the
three-year Encyclopaedia of Shakespeare’s Language
research project in 2016, which used computer
technology to analyse millions of words written by
Shakespeare and his contemporaries. The research
was discussed in a 2019 BBC Four documentary,
Scuffles, Swagger and Shakespeare: The Hidden Story
of English, in which Culpeper suggests that the amount
of neologisms (newly coined words or expressions)
created by Shakespeare may not be as numerous as has
been suggested in the past – probably no more than
300–400 in total.

Although we will never know the
true depth of feeling between
the Shakespeares, William
placed a great deal of trust and
responsibility in Anne while he
was away from home, according
to Edmondson. She was mistress of
New Place, managing a small staff
and the household economy, as
well as caring for, and arranging the
education of, their three children.
“It’s long been assumed by many
that the fact Shakespeare spent
time in London away from his
family, combined with the hasty
circumstances of their marriage and
a large age gap, that William and
Anne had an unhappy marriage,”
comments Edmondson. “But if you
study Shakespeare’s Sonnets, it’s
very plausible that some them are
addressed to, or are about, Anne.
The final couplet of Sonnet 145,
for example – which was identified
as referring to Anne as recently
as 1971 – reads: ‘‘I hate’, from hate
away she threw, And saved my
life, saying ‘not you’.’
“The sonnet is written in iambic
tetrameter, and not iambic
pentameter, so is therefore thought
to be an early poem – ‘Hateaway’
was an alternative pronunciation
of Hathaway, so it could well be a
marriage poem.
“Feminist scholar Germaine
Greer has plausibly suggested
that Sonnet 27 – which features

FALSE

TER

TRUTHOME

BELOW RIGHT:
William left Anne their
marital bed in his will
– much like this one
on show at Anne
Hathaway’s Cottage
BELOW:
Shakespeare’s last
will left the bulk of
his estate to the
couple’s eldest
daughter, Susanna

the line ‘Weary with toil,
I haste me to my bed, The dear
repose for limbs with travail
tired; But then begins a journey in
my head’, followed by descriptions
of a zealous pilgrimage made in
his mind to his beloved – could
well represent Shakespeare on tour
thinking about his wife.”
Much of the speculation about the
Shakespeares’ marriage stems from
the fact that, in his will, Shakespeare
wrote: “I gyve unto my wife my
second best bed with the furniture”
– (‘furniture’ being the curtains and
bedcover, which formed part of the
complete bed).
“The bed Shakespeare is referring
to is likely to have been the bed that
he and Anne would have shared,”
comments Edmondson. “Beds
were luxury items and valuable
heirlooms – the best bed would
likely have been reserved for guests
and probably displayed downstairs
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where it could be seen
and admired.
“Wills have never been
documents about sentiment. We
apply sentiment to bequests, and
in our modern sensibility, when
we see the term ‘second best’, we
assume it to be a slight. But it’s a
bequest that has been inaccurately
interpreted. There are other
examples in wills of the period
where second-best beds were
left to a spouse. Such bequests
came with an understanding about
residential rights for the widow, to
make sure that she had somewhere
to sleep within the freehold or the
house of the deceased.
“The bulk of Shakespeare’s estate
went to his daughter, Susanna, who,
with her husband John Hall, moved
into New Place while Anne was still
there. Anne lived at New Place for
another seven years until her death
in 1623.”
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“Not true,” says Edmondson.
TRUTHOME
TER
“Shakespeare was wealthy because
he was a shareholder in two companies
and two theatres – the Globe and the Blackfriars.
People did not become wealthy from writing plays;
you had to be a shareholder to earn real money.”

10

SHAKESPEARE’S
ONLY SON, HAMNET,
DROWNED

N

TER
TRUTHOME

In 1596, William and Anne’s only son, Hamnet – twin to
Judith – died at the age of 11. As was customary at the time, the cause
of death was not recorded, and Hamnet was buried in the churchyard
at Holy Trinity in Stratford-upon-Avon on 11 August. “Various causes of
death have been suggested over the years, from drowning to plague,” says
Edmondson. “But the truth is, we just don’t know.”

Rare gold pound coins like
these would have been a
rare sight for most
Elizabethan playwrights

The parish register entry recording Hamnet’s death, when he was just 11

11
9

E

SOME OF SHAKESPEARE’S
WEALTH CAME
AUSIBL
FROM HIS
PL
FATHER’S ILLEGAL
WOOL DEALINGS
TRUTHO
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“This, for me, is not as mythical as it
might seem,” comments Edmondson. “We know that
John Shakespeare made a lot of money from wool from
the fines he had to pay for dealing in wool without a
licence. The level of the fine depended on the amount
of wool a person was dealing, and the financial turnover
from that business. From the fines John was paying, we
can ascertain that he was making quite a lot of money
from wool. It’s also interesting to note that in 1602,
the year after his father died, Shakespeare suddenly
invested a large sum of money in land in Stratfordupon-Avon. Well, that money came from somewhere...”
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WE DON’T KNOW
WHAT SHAKESPEARE
REALLY LOOKED LIKE

Of the many images of
William Shakespeare, only
two portraits purport to
have been created from life:
the so-called Cobbe portrait
of c1610 and the famous
Chandos portrait – painted
between 1600–10 and the
first portrait to be acquired
by the National Portrait
Gallery. But there are only
two works of art that can
be definitively identified
as William Shakespeare,
according to Edmondson,
and both are posthumous.
“The frontispiece
for the title page of
Shakespeare’s First Folio,
published in 1623, features
a portrait engraving of
the playwright by Martin
Droeshout,” he comments.
“The second identifiable
image of Shakespeare is
the bust in Holy Trinity
Church in Stratfordupon-Avon, which,
thanks to research by
Professor Lena Cowen
Orlin, we now know was
probably commissioned
by Shakespeare himself.”
(see page 31 for more on
images of Shakespeare).
Martin Droeshout’s engraving
is one of only two identifiable
images of the playwright
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SHAKESPEARE
HAD AN
ILLEGITIMATE SON

13

SHAKESPEARE
DIED OF
A FEVER

PL

AUSIBL

TRUTHO
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Poet and playwright Sir William Davenant (1606–68, pictured right)
was rumoured to be the illegitimate son of William Shakespeare in the
playwright’s own lifetime – and he may well have been, according to
Edmondson.
“William was of the Davenant family in Oxford with whom Shakespeare
probably stayed occasionally,” he comments. “Shakespeare would no doubt
have been acquainted with William’s mother, Jane, and is even said by some
to have stood as young William’s godfather.”
Davenant never denied the rumours surrounding his parentage and
went on to found the Duke’s Playhouse in Lincoln’s Inn Fields after the
Restoration in 1660, and was known as a theatre manager, poet and
playwright, even adapting plays by Shakespeare.
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SHAKESPEARE
WAS WEALTHY
BECAUSE HE
WAS A PLAYWRIGHT

U
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“The earliest reference to how Shakespeare
died is in the 1660s, in a notebook belonging
to the vicar of Stratford-upon-Avon in which he wrote
that Shakespeare had had a ‘merry meeting’ with Ben
Jonson and Michael Drayton and had died of a fever
that he had contracted,” explains Edmondson. “By
the 18th century, this story had morphed into a tale
that Shakespeare had been on a drinking bout
around Stratford and woken up drunk beneath
a tree somewhere in Warwickshire. We actually
have a number of twigs at the Shakespeare
Birthplace Trust – donated over the centuries
– that are said to be from the very tree under
which Shakespeare awoke.
“It’s quite plausible that Shakespeare did
die of a fever – something that could easily
happen if he had drunk some infected water.
Later biographers have him dying of syphilis or
typhus, but we don’t actually know how he died.
The vicar who noted fever as the cause of death
did so after visiting Shakespeare’s daughter,
Judith, before she died. Who’s to say that the
story didn’t come from her? It’s not impossible
to accept oral history written down within
50 years of Shakespeare’s death, when his
daughter was still alive.” d
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WORDS: CHARLOTTE HODGMAN

ABOVE: Much analysis has been done on the so-called Darmstadt Shakespeare death mask,
discovered in 1842 – but most Shakespeare experts have dismissed it as a fake
LEFT: A facsimile of the register entry for the burial of William Shakespeare on 25 April 1616
MAY 2021
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SHAKESPEARE AND WOMEN

SHAKESPEARE
AND WOMEN

Chaste, silent and obedient. That’s how you recognise
the virtuous woman in early modern England. But not in
Shakespeare, says Professor Carol Chillington Rutter

GETTY IMAGES X1 ALAMY X3
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hakespeare in Stratford-uponAvon lived among women.
He observed them running
households, farms, businesses
and teaching children their
mother tongue. Later, in London, he
watched women’s city habits, and at
court, their elite behaviours. He’d seen
“greasy Joan” “keel the pot”, country
lasses “bleach their summer smocks”
on hedges, and housewives plonk down
their babies to chase chickens. He saw
women sucked “asleep” by the “baby” at
their “breast” (Antony and Cleopatra).
He saw how women were schooled
in the ways of modesty and deception;
always required to “hold off” and say “no”
when they really mean “yes”. How, given
“one face” by God, they used cosmetics
to make themselves “another”. How,
speaking English, they learned a second
language of affectation; how they would
“lisp” and “nickname God’s creatures”.
Writing parts for women, Shakespeare
figured them as an awkward brigade.
They dress up as men to do men’s work:
Joan la Pucelle in armour leading the
French army in Henry VI, Part 1, Portia
in clerk’s robes close-reading Venetian
law in The Merchant of Venice. They defy
their fathers to marry the men they love,
or elope in the dead of night. They scorn
notions of delicacy: Helena, in All’s Well
That Ends Well, not only knows what
a “fistula” is, she knows how to cure it.
They also ask awkward questions:

“Why should their” – that is, men’s –
“liberty than ours be more?” (Adriana in
The Comedy of Errors).
More than awkward, women are
shown changing history in scenes
that Shakespeare’s source texts never
imagined. In Antony and Cleopatra,
across an entire act when she’s never offstage, Cleopatra plays political cat-andmouse to outsmart Caesar’s triumph and
die queen, wife and mother.
Far from silent or obedient,
Shakespeare’s women cry out at the ends
of his plays and stop the actions men
intend. Mariana in Measure for Measure
refuses to allow her new-married
husband to be sent to execution. Even
when the Duke commands her silence
over and over (“Never crave him”; “We
are definitive”; “You do but lose your
labour”), she won’t obey.
Out of Mariana’s persistence comes
not just the life of Angelo, but the
Duke himself. By saving Angelo, she
saves the Duke from committing the
appalling act of judicial murder. As
the audience know, and the Duke
knows too, Angelo is guiltless of
any crime.
Crying out at the end of
Othello, Emilia won’t let
the story men have told
of her mistress,
Desdemona, pass
for truth. Her
husband, Iago,
RIGHT: Joaquina Kalukango
in
played the Egyptian queen
a 2013 production of Antony
and Cleopatra
LEFT: Emilia (Lorraine
rou
Bur ghs) grapples with
Iago (Tim McInnery) in a
2007 staging of Othello

Claudie Blakley and
Guy Henry as Helena
and Parolles in a 2003
RSC production of All’s
Well That Ends Well

warns her, “Charm [her] tongue”, but
Emilia will not: “’Tis proper I obey him,
but not now”. Telling Desdemona’s
truth – that “she was chaste”, not the
adultress Iago made her – Emilia
restores her story. And betrays her
husband. Without her mouthingoff, Iago would have gotten
away with it.
Crying out costs Emilia her
life. Iago stabs her. Crying out,
women pay. They’re called
“filth”, “villainous whore”
– linking female speech to
sexual licentiousness.
They’re mocked
as “mad”,
“poor informal
women”.
But challenging
the patriarchal
triple lock – chaste,
silent, obedient – Shakespeare’s
women not only rewrite their own
endings. They show women in his
audiences strategies for rewriting
theirs. What they offer is new models
of female heroism. d
CAROL CHILLINGTON RUTTER is
professor of Shakespeare and performance
studies at the University of Warwick

SHAKESPEARE AND RELIGION

SHAKESPEARE
AND RELIGION

Writing in an age of piety, it is perhaps unsurprising that so many
of Shakespeare’s works have biblical roots, says Professor Alison Shell

S

hakespeare was a product of the
English Reformation. England’s break
with the Roman Catholic Church
started under Henry VIII, and was well
established by the time Shakespeare
started writing. Yet in Shakespeare’s late and coauthored play Henry VIII, or All Is True, he barely
mentions the break with Rome, even though
his audience would have been keenly interested
in the topic. As this suggests, such issues were
controversial enough to attract censorship in a
country that was still religiously divided, meaning
that playwrights in Shakespeare’s age had to
engage with them indirectly – if at all.
In Henry VIII, or All Is True, Shakespeare
handles this by hedging his bets. Catholics
watching the play would have sided with
Catherine of Aragon, the queen whom Henry
wished to divorce, and over whom he quarrelled
with the papacy. When Catherine dies on stage,
she is deeply lamented and borne to heaven
by dancing spirits. But her Protestant-leaning
replacement, Anne Boleyn, is a sympathetic
character as well – and the Protestant
majority in Shakespeare’s audience would
have wanted to cheer when Anne’s baby
daughter, the future Elizabeth I, is shown to
the court and hailed as one who will bring
about a future golden age.

ALAMY

DIVINE INSPIRATION

The character who speaks this prophecy,
Archbishop Thomas Cranmer, would have
been familiar in real life as the moving spirit
behind the Prayer Book: a means of educating
the population in religious knowledge, and
compulsory listening in an age when going to
church was enforced. In Shakespeare’s age there
was also a massive appetite for Christian reading
in one’s free time. Thanks to the relatively
new medium of print, there were more copies
of the Bible in circulation than ever before,
and pamphlets on prayer and religious selfhelp were bestsellers. Scripture was a crucial
guide to living and dying – and also a source of
unforgettable stories and pithy sayings.
Most conveniently of all for a professional
playwright like Shakespeare, everyone was
familiar with the Bible. When the cynical Jaques
jokes at the end of As You Like It that “there is sure
another flood... and these couples are coming
to the ark”, Shakespeare knew his audience

53

HISTORYEXTRA.COM

the time he began his career: discouraged by
reformers, who feared they might bring about
misdirected worship or disrespect for the Bible.
The continued appetite for overtly religious
performance was met by sermons: compelling
one-man shows at best, which engaged the
audience both mentally and emotionally.

AN INDEPENDENT SPIRIT

A 1540 edition of Archbishop
Cranmer’s ‘Great Bible’ – the first
authorised English version of the text

F
“MORE COPIES O
IN
THE BIBLE WERE
AN
CIRCULATION TH
EVER BEFORE”
would get the reference to Noah’s Ark in the
Book of Genesis, with animals coming in two by
two. The effect is comic because the play ends
with no fewer than four marriages, yet poignant
because Jaques himself is a loner. Scripture was
to inspire Shakespeare’s tragic endings too. In
King Lear, when the king is lamenting the death
of his beloved daughter Cordelia – “Howl, howl,
howl, howl!” – his faithful follower the Earl of
Kent asks, “Is this the promised end?”, hinting
at the apocalyptic horrors foretold in the Book of
Revelation – itself at the end of the New Testament.
Though Shakespeare’s plays are steeped
in scripture, they are still very different
from the cycle plays of medieval England,
which dramatised sequences of Bible stories.
Shakespeare might have seen such plays when
he was growing up – Stratford-upon-Avon is not
far from Coventry, one place where they were
performed. But they had largely vanished by

Shakespeare responded to this in his tragicomic
play Measure for Measure. Like a sermon,
this expands on a biblical text, in this case
taken from Christ’s Sermon on the Mount in
St Matthew’s Gospel. In the Geneva Bible, the
translation that Shakespeare used most often, it
reads: “Judge not, that ye be not judged. For with
what judgement ye judge, ye shall be judged, and
with what measure ye mete, it shall be measured
to you again.” The plot hangs on the agonising
difficulty faced by the novice nun Isabella,
whose brother, sentenced to death for sex
outside marriage, can only be pardoned if she
herself sleeps with a corrupt official: then and
now, enough to make anyone judgmental. But
though the characters do get their just deserts
at the end, the audience comes away unwilling
to censure any of them altogether.
This open-mindedness captures the spirit of
the biblical text, though it would – ironically
– have been harder for a preacher to pull off.
Even while pointing to God as the ultimate
judge, sermons in Shakespeare’s time had
to tell the congregation what to think – and
the fact that Shakespeare’s approach to religious
material was so different may tell us something
about why he became a playwright. For an
Elizabethan grammar school boy with literary
talent, university followed by ordination and a
Church of England parish would have been a
much more common destiny than the theatre.
Perhaps Shakespeare never got the chance to
become a clergyman; perhaps he was simply not
attracted by the prospect. After all, his indirect,
even-handed, sceptical, many-voiced approach
to religious topics was much better suited to
drama than to preaching. d
ALISON SHELL is professor of English at
University College London. She is the author
of several works focusing on Shakespeare and
Renaissance drama, including Shakespeare and
Religion (Arden Shakespeare, 2010)

SHAKESPEARE’S WISDOM

THE WISDOM OF
SHAKESPEARE
Shakespeare’s plays and poems contain
many examples of what he himself refers
to as “wise saws and modern instances”
(As You Like It, Act 2, Scene 7) – aphorisms
and pithy phrases that might become
words of wisdom to us. But, as expert
Paul Edmondson explains, it is important
and enriching to pay attention to the
original dramatic contexts in which the
words are intended to be spoken

Hamlet

Act 3, Scene 2

“... the purpose of playing, whose end
both at the first, and now, was and
is, to hold as ’twere the mirror up
to nature; to show virtue her own
feature, scorn her own image, and
the very age and body of the time his
form and pressure.”

GETTY IMAGES X2

These words form part of what is often referred to as ‘Hamlet’s
advice to the players’. The Prince of Denmark has welcomed
a troupe of actors familiar to the court. He himself is highly
interested in acting, likes the theatre, and he needs their help.
They will put on a play and insert into it some lines by Hamlet
that refer to the murder of his father. Their performance will
hopefully shame Hamlet’s uncle, King Claudius, into confessing
that he is the guilty party. But their acting, Hamlet reminds
them, must seem as natural as possible, as though the audience
were looking into a mirror. That, says Hamlet, is one of the
main reasons why we go to the theatre: to see our own lives
and times reflected back to us. Through our enjoyment of the
performance and production, we might learn something about
ourselves and the world in which we live.
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Isabella, a novice nun, implores Angelo, the appointed
deputy-governor of Vienna, to have mercy on her
brother, Claudio. Angelo has condemned him to death
for illegitimately impregnating Juliet. The crisis all too
clearly mirrors Shakespeare’s own life: Anne Hathaway
became pregnant before wedlock. Isabella’s words
are about the use of power by the most powerful. It is
hoped, she assumes, that those in authority know the
strength they have, and that they do not abuse their
office by exercising their strength to its full capacity.
She momentarily compares Angelo to something nonhuman – “a giant” – in order to provoke his empathy
for the honest and erring Claudio. Isabella implies that
to become tyrannical is the worst possible outcome for
anyone in powerful office. She herself has just entered
a convent and it is not surprising that the Christian
direction to ‘love your neighbour as yourself’ is really
at the heart of what she says.

Measure for Measure
Act 2, Scene 2

“O, it is excellent
To have a giant’s strength;
but it is tyrannous
To use it like a giant.”
The old Lord Lafeu proffers this reflection in light of
a ballad he has been reading. His is a grave warning
that transcends fashion and time. Knowledge is limited
and partial. We can never have all the answers, and in
our quest to be in control we should be careful not to
lose our sense of the numinous, or of the miraculous.
Lafeu suggests that humility should accompany
learning. Perhaps his view is akin to Shakespeare’s
own perspective: as a dramatist he sought to body
forth the wonders and fears of human experience. This
quotation would make a fitting epigraph for many of
his plays including, for example: Richard III, Hamlet,
Macbeth, Othello, As You Like It, Twelfth Night,
A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Pericles, Cymbeline and
The Winter’s Tale.

All’s Well That Ends Well
Act 2, Scene 3

“They say miracles are past, and we
have our philosophical persons, to make
modern and familiar, things supernatural
and causeless. Hence is it, that we make
trifles of terrors, ensconcing ourselves into
seeming knowledge, when we should submit
ourselves to an unknown fear.”

King Lear

Act 2, Scene 4
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The increasingly weak-minded King Lear has divided
his kingdom between two of his three daughters,
Goneril and Regan. In return he expects to stay with
each of them for a month at a time, along with one
hundred of his knights. They urge him to reduce his
number of followers: why should he even need one,
if his own daughters are there to look after him? His
rage against their reasoning – underpinned with the
difficulties of old age – is a defence of all those things
in our lives that we know, deep down, we do not really
need. Lear argues that since even the beggars among
us have more than their essential share of the basic
necessities, why should a king be challenged about his
requirements and preferences? If we were allowed to
have only what we needed in order to survive,
we would be admitting that human beings were no
better than animals.

Love’s Labour’s Lost
Act 5, Scene 2

“Honest plain words best
pierce the ear of grief”
The Princess of France has just heard about the
death of her father, and has become queen. These
words about how to talk to a grieving person are
spoken by the Lord Biron. Love’s Labour’s Lost
contains some of the most exuberant language
in all of Shakespeare (including his longest word
‘Honorificabilitudinitatibus’, which means ‘the
state of being able to achieve honours’), and Biron
himself has shown himself to be one of the leading
protagonists of a self-consciously intellectual
rhetoric. Now, faced with a palpable reminder of
mortality, he suddenly learns the need for simpler
and more direct communication. This is a line about
listening as well as language. Shakespeare often
uses monosyllables when he is communicating
something highly important. His image for the
power of language is of simple words breaking
down the barrier caused by grief, and working their
way through successfully into the hearer’s head. d
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Paul Robeson (pictured
with Peggy Ashcroft
as Desdemona) played
Othello in 1930

SHAKESPEARE THROUGH TIME
The Royal Ballet’s recent
staging of The Winter’s Tale is
one of many reimaginings of
Shakespeare’s plays

GET HOOKED

If we’ve whetted your appetite for all things Shakespeare, why not
explore the topic further with our pick of books, films and podcasts

BOOKS

SHAKESPEARE
THROUGH THE AGES
Dr Paul Edmondson explores how the playwright’s artistic
legacy has continued to evolve in the centuries since his death
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n 1623, the playwright and poet
Ben Jonson wrote that his friend
Shakespeare “was not of an age,
but for all time”. But Jonson could
scarcely have imagined the impact
and influence Shakespeare would have
on four centuries of thinkers, writers,
composers, visual artists, stage and
film directors, actors and scholars.
Shakespeare’s collaborator John Fletcher
had already produced the first sequel
to one of Shakespeare’s plays. The
Woman’s Prize, or The Tamer Tamed
is a continuation of The Taming of the
Shrew. Kate has died, and Petruccio
meets a new match in his second wife,
Maria. Following Fletcher’s example, we
throughout the ages have continued to
collaborate with Shakespeare. We admire
him and we want to answer him back.
For the Romantic poet John Keats,
Shakespeare became a presiding saintlike genius, not only influencing Keats’
own poetry, especially his sonnets,
but also forming his approach to life.
Keats’ letters are saturated with excited
and loving mentions of Shakespeare.
The novelist Charles Dickens alludes
to Shakespeare over a thousand times,
and helped to raise money to buy
Shakespeare’s Birthplace for the nation.
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe read his
first Shakespeare play at the age of 22, an
experience he compared to being healed
of blindness. Goethe’s influence helped
to inspire the German people to establish
one of the first Shakespeare societies,
in 1864.
Shakespeare is important to the works
of Charlotte, Emily and Anne Brontë, to
George Eliot, Elizabeth Barrett Browning
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and Christina Rossetti. In empowering
women to write fiction, Virginia Woolf
imagined that Shakespeare had a sister
who wrote, and Shakespeare certainly
continues to inspire freedom among
writers. In 1985, the African-American
liberation poet Maya Angelou famously
said of Shakespeare, “Of course, he
was a black woman. I understood that.
Nobody else understood it, but I know
Shakespeare was a black woman. That is
the role of art in life.”

ART AND INNOVATION

Composers regularly turn to Shakespeare.
Mozart intended to write an opera based
on The Tempest. Romeo and Juliet has
captivated many composers, including
Bellini, Berlioz, Tchaikovsky and
Prokofiev, as well as Leonard Bernstein
and Stephen Sondheim for their musical
West Side Story. Verdi’s two magnificent
final operas Otello and Falstaff, the latter
composed when he was 80, crowned his
already distinguished career.
The fairies dash through Mendelssohn’s
incidental music for A Midsummer
Night’s Dream. Benjamin Britten’s opera
of that same play is groundbreaking
because its libretto is based entirely on
Shakespeare’s words. For Duke Ellington
and John Dankworth, Shakespeare
became the stimulus for jazz. Rufus
Wainwright has produced lyrical settings
of several of Shakespeare’s sonnets.
Two ballets – Joby Talbot’s The Winter’s
Tale and Sally Beamish’s The Tempest –
helped to mark notable anniversaries of
Shakespeare’s birth and death in 2014 and
2016 respectively.
Scenes, characters and moods from

Fritz Krenn takes on
the title role in a 1932
production of Verdi’s
opera Falstaff. The
character, created by
Shakespeare, appears
in three of his plays

Shakespeare continue to be illustrated
in editions, and through paintings
and sculpture. Sir John Falstaff (who
appears in Henry IV, Part 1 and Part 2
and The Merry Wives of Windsor) was
beginning to take on a life of his own in
the 18th century and became a popular
subject for painters, for example William
Hogarth’s Falstaff Examining His Troops.
Joshua Reynolds, Henry Fuseli and
George Romney were among the artists
commissioned by John Boydell who
opened a gallery devoted to Shakespeare
on Pall Mall, London, in 1789.
Juliet became popular as a subject
among 19th-century painters, as did
other heroines. John Millais’ depiction of
the drowning Ophelia is perhaps the most
famous of all Shakespearean paintings.
In contrast to the minutiae of the flowers
in Ophelia’s “fantastic garlands” are
the sweeping moorlands and forests in
paintings based on Macbeth, King Lear
and As You Like It. The garden of New

Doña Croll as John
of Gaunt in the
Globe’s all-black,
all-female
production of
Richard II
Place in Stratford-upon-Avon
is home to eight modern
sculptures by Greg Wyatt,
based on the plays. Visitors
often reach out and touch
them, the highest compliment
that can be paid to a sculptor.
Filmmakers seek to portray
Shakespeare’s imagined visual
contexts. Laurence Olivier
evokes the Globe Theatre at
the beginning of his 1944
film of Henry V, made to
boost morale during World
War II. Kenneth Branagh
has powerfully innovated
Shakespeare on film. His
Henry V boldly shows the
horrors of war. He uses a
‘full-text’ for his Hamlet,
adapts Love’s Labour’s Lost
into a 1940s-style Hollywood
musical, and re-imagines
As You Like It in Japan.
Christine Edzard’s film of
As You Like It sets it in an
industrial wasteland, making
Shakespeare’s visual language
shine even more brightly.

NEW MESSAGES

Translations of Shakespeare
started to appear as early as the
mid-1700s with Jean-François
Ducis’ French version of
Hamlet. With new translations
come new audiences, and new
adaptations. “There is hardly
a pioneer hut in which the odd
volume of Shakespeare cannot
be found”, wrote the French
aristocrat Alexis de Tocqueville
about his visit to the US in
the 1830s.
Most known languages –
from Armenian to Zulu – have
translated Shakespeare and
adapt his works for their own
cultural needs. Sonnet 66, for
example, has been translated
many times, and has been

especially needed wherever
people find “art made tonguetied by authority” (line 9).
Actors and theatre directors
through the centuries have
identified themselves with
Shakespeare. David Garrick’s
1769 Jubilee in Stratfordupon-Avon was a local and
national civic celebration of
Shakespeare’s genius. In the
19th century, Ira Aldridge
became the first black actor
prominently to perform
Shakespeare, and in spite
of racism. Paul Robeson
continued that fight, so too
do actors of colour in our
own time, for example the
Harlem-based Debra Ann
Byrd. Janet Suzman directed
an anti-apartheid Othello in
Johannesburg in 1989. Corinne
Jaber’s Afghan productions of
Love’s Labour’s Lost (2005)
and The Comedy of Errors
(2012) daringly confronted
long-ingrained cultural
misogyny. As Ralph Fiennes
said in light of his 2011 film
of Coriolanus “Shakespeare
is always questioning order,
especially the right to rule.”
From the environmentally
aware productions at Yosemite
National Park in the US
to an all-female, all-black
production of Richard II
at Shakespeare’s Globe in
London; from the series of
Shakespeare-inspired novels
published by the Hogarth
Press to the new knowledge
being generated by the latest
research, Shakespeare is an
ever-expanding conversation
in which we can hear the fears
and hopes of our own times. d

All the Sonnets of
Shakespeare

1606: William
Shakespeare and the
Year of Lear

Edited by Paul Edmondson
and Stanley Wells
(Cambridge University
Press, 2020)
This groundbreaking
book assembles all of
Shakespeare’s Sonnets
in their probable order of
composition, shedding new
light on Shakespeare’s career,
personality and sexuality, and
debunking long-established
biographical myths.

30 Great Myths about
Shakespeare

By James Shapiro
(Faber & Faber, 2015)

By Laurie E Maguire and
Emma Smith
(John Wiley & Sons, 2013)

James Shapiro demonstrates
how the plays King Lear,
Macbeth and Antony and
Cleopatra (written in 1606)
responded to the tumultuous
events of that year – a year
that saw the return of plague,
and deep divisions across
England in the wake of the
failed Gunpowder Plot.

Was a real skull used in the
first performance of Hamlet?
Were Shakespeare’s plays
Elizabethan blockbusters?
This book explores 30 popular
myths about the great
playwright, demonstrating
how historical material – or its
absence – can be interpreted
and misinterpreted.

ONLINE AND AUDIO
E The Shakespeare Sessions (BBC Sounds): Listen to brand new versions of Shakespeare’s
greatest plays, plus documentaries. Listen at bbc.co.uk/sounds/series/p0655br3

E For more on William Shakespeare, visit the
Shakespeare hub on our website: historyextra.
com/people/william-shakespeare

WATCH

All Is True (2018)

The Winter’s Tale

(Now streaming on Amazon Prime, Netflix,
YouTube and Google Play)

(BBC Four and iPlayer, April)

After his beloved Globe Theatre is destroyed,
legendary playwright William Shakespeare
retires to Stratford-upon-Avon and his longneglected family.

A filmed version of the Royal Shakespeare
Company’s The Winter’s Tale, directed by
Erica Whyman, RSC deputy artistic
director, is due to be broadcast on
BBC Four in April.
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