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Who Was William Shakespeare?
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William Shakespeare—you probably know his name even if you haven’t read anything by him yet. He lived four hundred and fifty years ago, wrote at least thirty-five plays, and more than one hundred and fifty poems. Many people think Shakespeare is the greatest playwright who ever lived.

Everything Shakespeare wrote has been translated into dozens of languages, from Spanish to Japanese to Swahili. People all over the world still watch performances of his plays. Movies and Broadway musicals have been based on many of them, such as Romeo and Juliet, Macbeth, and  Hamlet. Hundreds of words and phrases we use every day were invented by him—words like cold-blooded, quarrelsome, and love letter. His language, ideas, and stories are all around us.
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Although William Shakespeare is very famous, we don’t know a lot about him. Much of his personal life remains a mystery. Back in the 1500s, not many records were kept for the average person. We know Shakespeare began his life as the son of a glove-maker in the small town of Stratford-upon-Avon. He ended it as a rich and famous London playwright. But what happened in between? We know when he married and when he had children. We know he didn’t live with his family for many years. Instead, he went to London, where he became an actor, playwright, and a director of plays. He built and bought theaters. He wrote and acted in plays for the Queen of England. He made friends with powerful noblemen.

But what about Shakespeare’s day-to-day life? What kind of man and father was he? What made him write plays?

WORDS AND...

HUNDREDS OF WORDS AND PHRASES “COINED” BY WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE ARE STILL USED TODAY. HERE ARE JUST A FEW.

AMAZEMENT 
BIRTHPLACE 
COLD-BLOODED 
DAWN 
EYEBALL 
FASHIONABLE 
GENEROUS 
ILL-TEMPERED 
JADED 
LOVE LETTER 
MAJESTIC

OUTGROW 
PUPPY DOG 
QUARRELSOME 
RASCALLY 
SCHOOLBOY 
TRANQUIL 
USEFUL 
VULNERABLE 
WELL-BEHAVED 
YELPING 
ZANY





PHRASES

“ALL THE WORLD’S A STAGE, AND ALL THE MEN AND WOMEN MERELY PLAYERS . . .”

——AS YOU LIKE IT

 

“KNOCK, KNOCK, KNOCK! WHO’S THERE?”

——MACBETH

 

“NEITHER A BORROWER, NOR A LENDER BE . . .”

——HAMLET

 

“. . . PARTING IS SUCH SWEET SORROW . . .”

——ROMEO AND JULIET

 

“NEITHER RIME NOR REASON . . .”

——THE COMEDY OF ERRORS

 

“TO THINE OWN SELF BE TRUE . . .”

——HAMLET

 

“TOO MUCH OF A GOOD THING . . .”

——AS YOU LIKE IT

 

“WILD-GOOSE CHASE”

——ROMEO AND JULIET






Chapter 1

Little Will

Baby Will was baptized in Stratford’s Holy Trinity Church, in 1564. The exact date of his birth is unknown, but it is celebrated on April 23. In England, that day is also a holiday, filled with playacting and parties. It seems a good day to honor England’s greatest playwright as well.
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The Shakespeare family lived in Stratford-upon Avon, England, about one hundred miles northwest of London. No more than twenty-five hundred people lived there. When Will was just a few months old, a horrible  illness swept through the country. It was called the black death, or bubonic plague. Over two hundred people in Stratford died. The very old and very young were hardest hit. Luckily, John and Mary Shakespeare survived. And so did their firstborn son.
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Will’s father made gloves, belts, purses, and aprons. Will’s mother came from a family who  owned farmland. She could trace her family back more than five hundred years. The Shakespeares belonged to England’s middle class. They weren’t rich, nor were they part of the nobility. But they lived well. During the 1560s, English families like the Shakespeares had food on the table, a roof over their heads, and steady work. It was enough.
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TYPICAL STRATFORD HOWE  
OF THE 1500S

By the time Will was born, Elizabeth I had been queen for six years. She was thirty-one years old. She had no interest in war. Under Good Queen Bess, as she was called, England grew more and more prosperous.

It was also a time of discovery and new ideas. In 1519, Ferdinand Magellan, a Portuguese explorer, set out to sail all the way around the world. The trip took three years. It had never been done before.
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In 1514, Nicolaus Copernicus, a Polish astronomer, first wrote that the sun was the center of the  universe. Before that, people believed the earth was the center with the sun and other planets circling around it.
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Artists throughout Europe, especially in Italy, were creating some of the most beautiful paintings and sculptures the world has ever known. The printing press, invented in the 1400s, made many more books available. Before that time,  books had to be copied by hand. More and more people learned to read and write.
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This was the world that William Shakespeare was born into.
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Stratford was a bustling market town on the banks of the Avon River. Crowds came on market day or passed through town on their way to London. What could a person buy? Almost  anything, from pigs and sheep to pretty ribbons, warm woolen clothing, and soft doeskin gloves.
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The job of the town council was to keep law and order. John Shakespeare was a member of the town council for many years. When Will was four years old, his father served as high bailiff for a year. It was like being mayor. The position was one of great honor.

As a young boy, Will learned a great deal from plays, poetry, and folktales. They were written and performed by ordinary people on the streets of Stratford—stories about love and great events in history.

Nearby was a town called Coventry. It was famous for mystery plays. These plays were about stories from the Bible. Stages were set up on wagons. A different scene from the mystery play was performed on each wagon as they rolled through town. People came to Coventry from all over to watch. Perhaps little Will traveled there to see them.
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Sometimes professional actors came to Stratford. When Will was four years old, a group called the Queen’s Men visited. The people of Stratford crowded into the town hall. There they watched the troupe try out in front of the town council.

Will’s father liked the actors. As high bailiff, he gave them permission to perform in town. He paid them nine shillings—about fifty dollars—from the  Stratford treasury to put on a show. That was a lot of money then.
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After that, groups of actors came more often. Will watched them build stages in the town square and hang thick bolts of fabric for backdrops. They pulled fancy costumes from their trunks. And presto! The play began. Young Will must have been spellbound. Swordfights, battles, love scenes. Tears and laughter. It was pure magic!

Once, Queen Elizabeth visited a nearby castle. Will was eleven. There, actors dressed like knights and princesses. Others dressed like mermaids and imaginary beasts. They roamed the castle gardens or floated in boats on a pond. Still others performed on stages. Music drifted on the warm  summer air, and fireworks dazzled the nighttime sky. The festivities went on for weeks.
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GOOD QUEEN BESS 1533-1603
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QUEEN ELIZABETH I WAS GOOD, INDEED! IN FACT, MANY CONSIDER HER ONE OF ENGLAND’S GREATEST RULERS. BORN TO HENRY VIII AND ANNE BOLEYN, ELIZABETH WAS JUST TWO WHEN HER MOTHER WAS BEHEADED FOR TREASON.

ELIZABETH WAS RAISED BY SERVANTS——FAR FROM HER FATHER’S COURT. AN AMAZING STUDENT, SHE STUDIED PHILOSOPHY, RELIGION, AND HISTORY. SHE COULD READ AND WRITE IN SIX DIFFERENT LANGUAGES.

ELIZABETH CAME TO THE THRONE IN 1558, AT THE AGE OF TWENTY-FIVE. SHE NEVER MARRIED, POSSIBLY SO SHE WOULDN’T HAVE TO GIVE UP POWER TO A HUSBAND. SHE HAD LITTLE INTEREST IN MAKING WAR AND HAD A GENUINE LOVE FOR HER PEOPLE. HER PEACEFUL RULE SET THE STAGE FOR AN ERA OF EXPLORATION AND SCIENTIFIC DISCOVERY, AS WELL AS THE BLOSSOMING OF LITERATURE, DRAMA, AND THE FINE ARTS. GOOD QUEEN BESS RULED FOR FORTY-FOUR YEARS.



Some people from Stratford were invited to see the plays at the castle. As a member of the town council, John Shakespeare was probably one of them. Perhaps he took young Will with him. One day, Will would be writing plays for the queen himself. But that day was a long way off.
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KINGS NEW SCHOOL

It is likely that Will started school when he was five years old. The King’s New School was on the top floor of the Stratford town hall.

School days were long. Will rose before sunrise, ate breakfast, finished his chores, and walked to  school. He was at his desk by six o’clock in the morning during the summer, seven o’clock in the winter. School ended at six o’clock in the evening. Classes were held six days a week, all year round. Will’s only days off were Sundays, market days, and holidays. In Stratford, as in most of England, school was only for boys.
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Will learned to read from a hornbook: a board with the letters of the alphabet and the Lord’s Prayer printed on it. He also learned many other prayers.

A year or two later, Will began to read Aesop’s  Fables and Bible stories. He also read comic plays written a thousand years earlier. They were by a playwright named Plautus who lived in ancient Rome.
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Learning Latin was very important. Will began studying it when he was seven. Church services were held in Latin. Laws were written in Latin. As Will grew older, he and the other boys were not allowed to speak English at school. Only Latin. They were spanked if they spoke English. Will learned Latin grammar; he knew famous speeches in Latin by heart. He could write in Latin.

Will also performed in plays and had debates with the other boys. He became good at it. He probably liked to be in front of a crowd.

In Shakespeare’s plays there are many lines about school. Most of them make school seem like a chore. In one play, As You Like It, he describes the “whining school-boy” who is “creeping like snail Unwillingly to school.” Does that mean Will didn’t like school? Nobody knows. We never can be sure when William Shakespeare’s characters are speaking for William Shakespeare, the man.

We do know that Will learned a lot that he used later in his plays. The Bible story of Cain and Abel is mentioned twenty-five times in his work.  He borrowed funny stories from famous plays he liked, and sad stories, too. In Romeo and Juliet, two young people fall in love, but their families are enemies. So Romeo and Juliet get married in secret. But by the end of the play, both are dead. The plot of this play comes from Virgil.
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Virgil was a Roman poet who lived sixteen hundred years before William Shakespeare was born. Was it considered cheating to borrow stories? Not at the time. This is what writers often did. What made Shakespeare’s plays so great were the characters he created and the beautiful language he used.

Will never went beyond grammar school. That’s the reason some people don’t believe he wrote the plays. How could he? they ask. A man with so little schooling? Some believe that Christopher Marlowe, a famous playwright of the same time, was really Shakespeare. Still others even suggest that Queen Elizabeth I or a nobleman—the Earl  of Oxford—may have written the plays. But grammar school then was very different from elementary school now. By the time Will finished grammar school, he had studied many subjects taught in college today, such as philosophy, history, and great literature.

When Will was thirteen, his family fell on hard times. The wool trade was England’s largest industry. In the 1570s it collapsed. When the wool trade suffered, everyone suffered.

Besides being a glover, Will’s father was a moneylender. But when times got bad, many people who borrowed money could not pay it back. John was also a brogger. A brogger sold wool  without a proper license. But John no longer made money from his wool business. To make matters worse, Will’s father had borrowed money. He stopped going to church because he was afraid to run into people he owed. He stopped going to town council meetings. He sold his wife’s land to pay debts. Will’s father had risen quickly in  the town of Stratford. He fell on hard times just as fast.
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There were six children in the Shakespeare family. Will was the oldest and expected to help out at home. We don’t know what jobs he took after leaving school. But going on to a university wasn’t possible. Money was too tight.

Some historians believe that Will became an assistant teacher. Others think he was a clerk for a lawyer. Will may have been an apprentice in his father’s leather business. Apprentices started doing the simplest jobs, like running errands. Training lasted for many years. But is anything known for sure? No! Not until Will turned eighteen.

That’s when William Shakespeare married Anne Hathaway.
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