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The painstaking research of two centuries has not yet succeeded
in removing all the difﬁculties which the student encounters
in attempting to decipher the life of Shakespeare. We know more of
Chaucer, who died more than a hundred and ﬁfty years before
Shakespeare was born, and infinitely more of Milton, who was
eight years old at thetime of Shakespeare’s death. This
comparative lack of knowledge as to the life and character of the
great dramatist is, to some extent at least, explicable. The
social status of an Elizabethan dramatist was by no means a high
one, and compares, indeed, very unfavourably with that of  a
poet of the same period. The playwright, like the actor, could
never wholly remove the odour of ill-fame which clung to his
calling in a country where Puritanism was an ever-growing force.
Had Shakespeare been primarily a poet, and had he remained
content to produce poems after the fashion Venus and Adonis instead
of plays like Hamlet, his reputation in his own day would certainly
have been greater among those of his countrymen with whom 
reputation was in safe keeping, and a more exact knowledge of the
events of his life would have been transmitted to posterity. As it
was, he had to wait until the year 1709 for his ﬁrst biographer.
Where exact knowledge has been wanting, conjecture has been rife;
and the ﬁrst task of the sober modern biographer of Shakespeare is
to remove the many guesses after truth and the after-math of
dubious aneedotage which, so far from bringing the real man nearer
to us, serve only to obscure our view of him. Our comparative lack
of knowledge can be traced to yet another cause. The reason why the
personality of Chaucer is so familiar to us is that the poet loved
dearly to talk about himself in his works. lt is extremely doubtful
whether Shakespeare did this, outside of his Sonnets. As a
dramatist he stands aloof from his work; selfeffacement seems to be
his abiding purpose, and the many attempts which modern
Shakespearean critics have made to ﬁnd in the speeches of his
characters a direct echo of the dramatist's own sentiments and
thoughts are always hazardous, and often misleading. The guíding
principle of the following short biographical sketch has,
accordingly, been one which, laying little weight upon surmise and
conjecture, adheres closely to deﬁnitely established facts.
William Shakespeare was born at Stratford-on-Avon on April 22 or
23, 1564. His father, ]ohn Shakespeare, had been carrying on
business in that town since about 1551; he seems to have been a
general trader in farm produce, such as corn, meat and skins, and
became in time one of the most inﬂuential citizens of Stratford. In
1557 he married Mary Arden, who, though unable to write her name,
belonged to a Warwickshire family of some distinction, andbrought
to her husband a substantial dowry. The poet was the eldest of
their children who outlived infancy. When about seven years of age,
he became a scholar at the Stratford Grammar School, where free
education was imparted to the boys of the town. Much has been
written at different times with regard to the extent of
Shakespeare’s scholarship. Ben Jonson, his friend and
fellow-dramatist, speaks slightingly of his “small Latin  and
less Greek", and the assumption has been made that he knew no
language but his own. This however, is not true. As a
school-boy, he must have received instruction in the Latin
language and literature, while some of his plays bear witness
to the fact that he was able to read French and Italian. At
the same time, it would be a mistake to regard him as a great
linguistic scholar..We know that he read his Plutarch in the
English translation of North, and that when, he drew his plots from
French or Italian sources, he had recourse to an English
translation, wherever such was to be had. Shakespeare was first of
all a student of humanity; next, a student of nature; so that
book-learning could claim only a third place in his esteem. During
his years of boyhood at Stratford, humanity probably appealed to
him less strongly than external nature. His plays furnish abundant
proof as to the ﬁne training of his eye and ear for the sights and
sounds of the countryside, and this training must have been largely
gained before his settlement in London.
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