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Identifying Shakespeare



Shakespeare is performed, read and studied in most parts of the world today. Why is there such interest - or, more important - why should there be any interest in an English writer from Stratford who died nearly 400 years ago? Is it because he is often said to be the world’s “greatest” writer? In other words, he has transcended the limits of time and place to become a figure of global significance. That is an astonishing claim. We can begin to understand this phenomenon by asking first: “Who is the real William Shakespeare?”
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WILL THE REAL SHAKESPEARE PLEASE IDENTIFY HIMSELF?






Born on St George’s Day



23 April 1564, St George’s Day: William Shakespeare is born in Stratford-upon-Avon. The National Poet arrives on the day celebrating the canonization of the patron saint of England - or did he? Historical facts have been massaged to support national or cultural interests. The only reliable evidence is that Shakespeare was baptized on 26 April 1564, so he could have been born on the 21st, or the 22nd, or the 23rd - it was later “Bardolaters” (worshippers of “The Bard”) who agreed that Shakespeare’s birthday was St George’s Day, marrying the nation to his verse.
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AND LOCAL LEGEND HAS IT THAT 23 APRIL IS THE DAY THAT THE FIRST NIGHTINGALE SINGS IN STRATFORD.. ENTRY IN PARISH REGISTER… 1564, APR. 26 GULIELMUS FILIUS JOHANNES SHAKSPERE.
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He was the eldest son of John Shakespeare, a glovemaker, who had married the Catholic girl Mary Arden in about 1557.
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THEY HAD EIGHT CHILDREN…
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FOUR SONS AND A DAUGHTER SURVIVED CHILDHOOD. WILL HIMSELF WAS ESPECIALLY LUCKY. WITHIN A FEW WEEKS OF THIS BIRTH, AN EPIDEMIC OF BUBONIC PLAGUE SWEPT DOWN ON STRATFORD.






Family Ambitions



Will’s father, the glover of Henley Street, may not have been an educated man. He could probably read, but couldn’t write much more than his accounts (though his wife signed documents with an elaborate mark that demonstrates she had some facility with a quill pen).
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BUT HE EXHIBITED THE CHARACTERISTIC CIVIC AMBITION OF THE RISING MIDDLE-CLASS ENGLISH TRADESMAN.I SERVED ON THE BOROUGH COUNCIL, BECAME MAYOR (OR HIGH BAILIFF) AND SAT AS A JUSTICE OF THE PEACE.





But in 1570, as Will was about to start at school, his respectable father was fined for breaking money-lending laws, and the family fortunes began to decline. Two years later, he was accused of “wool bragging”: illegally dealing in fleeces. His eldest son was certainly privy to these goings-on - he remembered the details for the rest of his life.


Let me see. Every ’leven wether tods, every tod yields pound and odd shilling; fifteen hundred shorn, what comes the wool to?


This reference occurs in Shakespeare’s play


The Winter’s Tale, Act IV, scene iii, lines 32-4.


In modern English:


Every eleven rams yield a tod of 28lbs, worth 21 shillings = £143.
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Debts and Troubles



The Privy Council clamped down on broggers and suspended licensed wool-dealing. John Shakespeare fell into debt and mortgaged some of his property. He stopped attending Anglican services, claiming to be afraid of meeting creditors - and he may also have declared his faith as a Catholic. His application to the Heralds’ College for a coat of arms was rejected, and he was eventually expelled from the Stratford council for absenteeism.
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YET THROUGH THIS HE REMAINED “A MERRY CHEEKD OLD MAN”, WORKING IN HIS SHOP, FATHERING MORE SHAKESPEARES AND JESTING WITH HIS SON.





Will was by now attending the local grammar school and doing his bit to maintain the family honour.



School Days



Then the whining schoolboy, with his satchel
And shining morning face, creeping like snail
Unwillingly to school.


As You Like It, II.vii.145-7


In Elizabethan England, the grammar school day ran from 6:00 in the morning until 5:30 in the afternoon, six days a week. Lessons were spent learning Latin, translating to and from Latin, and memorizing and reciting Latin poetry and prose.
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BY THE TIME BOYS REACHED THE UPPER CLASSES, IT WAS FORBIDDEN TO SPEAK ENGLISH IN SCHOOL.





Will spent probably eight years studying Latin, covering grammar, logic, rhetoric, the drama of Terence and Plautus, Virgil, and Ovid’s Metamorphoses, a favourite.


His friend the playwright Ben Jonson later jested that Shakespeare had only “smalle Latine and lesse Greeke”, but Latin poetry and rhetoric trained his ear and shaped his imagination. For his early tragedy, Titus Andronicus, Will was inspired by Ovid, Seneca and the Roman historians.
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BUT I ALSO DEVELOPED THE PRACTICAL IDEAS OF CONTEMPORARY PLAYWRIGHTS LIKE THOMAS KYD (1558-94), CHRISTOPEHR MARLOWE (1564-93) AND GEORGE PEELE (1556-96).





He continued to use Ovid’s Metamorphoses (in Arthur Golding’s translation) for inspiration throughout his writing career, checking it against the original Latin.



Lost Years



Will may then have spent another two years teaching Latin as a schoolmaster for the Hoghton family in Lancashire. These are Shakespeare’s “lost years”. There is no reliable record of his activities, although the scholarly detail in his early plays might suggest a brief teaching placement. Many academics (being teachers themselves) support this theory, but there are others.


The wit and diplomat Duff Cooper wrote a book just after the war called Sergeant Shakespeare (1949) ...
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… ABOUT MY SUPPOSED LIFE IN THE ARMY.





The canoeist William Bliss imagined that Shakespeare circumnavigated the world with Sir Francis Drake ...
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… BEFORE BEING SHIPWRECKED ON A LATER VOYAGE.





Shakespeare’s life has many blank passages in it, in which critics and biographers are liable to see their own reflections as clearly as they can - or not, as Anthony Burgess wrote in his biography of Shakespeare …
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BEING MYOPIC MYSELF, I SUSPECT THAT SHAKESPEARE WAS MYOPIC.





There are studies presenting Shakespeare as a Catholic, a Puritan, a Royalist, a Republican, etc., etc., but there is no firm evidence for these beliefs, just lines taken from the characters who speak in his plays. Shakespeare’s own faith and politics are not evident from his writing.



Marriage



We do know that Will Shakespeare married Anne Hathaway in late 1582. This union has provoked much biographical speculation. She was eight or nine years older than he was, and also three months pregnant. A predatory older woman? Or did Shakespeare woo her with his poems? His Sonnet 145 ends with a pun on her name, “Hathaway” ...
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The newly-weds moved in with the Shakespeare family at Henley Street, where Will probably helped out his father whose trade was now declining. Perhaps he worked as a part-time professional scribe as well.
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OUR DAUGHTER SUSANNA WAS BORN IN MAY. THREE YEARS LATER, STILL IN THE CROWDED FAMILY HOUSE, WE HAD TWINS - HAMNET AND JUDITH. SHORTLY THEREAFTER, WILL LEFT FOR LONDON TO WORK IN THE THEATRE.





Although he regularly returned to Stratford and invested his money there, he had effectively abandoned his young family for a precarious career.



The Hireling Actor



Shakespeare probably began working as a hireling actor, taking whatever small roles were available.
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PLAYS ROTATED EVERY DAY, SO IN A SINGLE SEASON I WOULD HAVE TO LEARN 100 MINOR PARTS OR SO.





He “did act exceedingly well”, according to the literary historian John Aubrey (1626-97), and played in Ben Jonson’s Every Man in His Humour (1598) and Sejanus His Fall (1603).


Shakespeare also acted in his own plays. There is a story of his brother …


“… having once seen him act a part in one of his own comedies, wherein being to personate a decrepit old man, he wore a long beard, and appeared so weak and drooping and unable to walk, that he was forced to be supported and carried by another person to a table, at which he was seated among company, who were eating, and one of them sung a song.”


This is the part of Adam in As You Like It, ll.iii.47-51.
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He also reputedly played the Ghost in Hamlet, l.v.15-20.


I could a tale unfold whose lightest word
Would harrow up thy soul, freeze thy young blood,
Make thy two eyes like stars start from their spheres,
Thy knotted and combined locks to part,
And each particular hair to stand an end,
Like quills upon the fearful porpentine.




[image: image]






The Influence of Acting on Writing



Shakespeare might also (according to recent computer analysis) have played the First Player in Hamlet, the black character Aaron in Titus Andronicus, Duke Theseus in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Antonio in Twelfth Night, even Ulysses in Troilus and Cressida, as well as miscellaneous kings, old men and choruses - such as Friar Laurence and the chorus in Romeo and Juliet, and old John of Gaunt and the Gardener in Richard II.
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SHORT PARTS THAT WOULD USUALLY HAVE ME ON AND OFF IN EARLY SCENES - SOMETIMES WITH THE FIRST LINE - AND DELIVERING FINE SET - PLECE SPEECHES. THE PARTS HE MEMORIZED FOR ONE PERFORMANCE, WHILE HE WAS COMPOSING A NEW PLAY, COULD ALSO HAVE INFLUENCED HIS WRITING STYLE.





His plays are in any case often linked. A Midsummer Night’s Dream, possibly staged a few days after Romeo and Juliet, is a sharp parody of the earlier romantic tragedy. Shakespeare often alluded to his earlier works – and often ironically.

OEBPS/images/pg4-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg
=» INTRODUCING

SHAKESPEARE

>





OEBPS/images/pg11-1.jpg
... ABOUT MY
SUPPOSED LIFE IN
THE ARMY.






OEBPS/images/pg5-2.jpg
FOUR SONS AND A
PAUGHTER SURVIVEDP
HILPHOOP.

wiLL
HIMSELF WAS
ESPECIALLY LUCKY.
WITHIN A FEW WEEKS OF His
BIRTH, AN EPIPEMIC OF
BUBONIC PLAGUE SWEPT
POWN ON STRATFORP.






OEBPS/images/pg4-2.jpg
=) \, /
<\

)

i






OEBPS/images/pg5-1.jpg
HAD EIGHT CHILDREN ...





OEBPS/images/pg11-2.jpg
... BEFORE BEING

SHIPWRECKED ON A
LATER VOYAGE .






OEBPS/images/pg3.jpg
WILL THE REAL
SHAKESPEARE

PLEASE IPENTIFY
HIMSELFZ





OEBPS/images/pg6.jpg
/ SERVED ON
THE BOROUGH
COUNCIL, BECAME
MAYOR (OR HIGH
BAILIFF) AND SAT AS A
NUSTICE OF THE PEACE .

BUT
HE EXHIBITED THE
CHARACTERISTIC CIVIC

MIPPLE-CLASS ENGLISH






OEBPS/images/pg8.jpg
YET
THROUGH THIS HE
REMAINED | A MERRY CHEEKD OLDP
MAN" , WORKING IN HIS SHOP, FATHERING
MORE SHAKESPEARES AND
NESTING WITH HIS SON.





OEBPS/images/pg7.jpg
)_!__LL/

6'0

¢
»’o“ “

l“: ?‘4 “
( (0 (((«






OEBPS/images/pg10.jpg
N N N WL
P

=Swal ‘
BUT ‘
P !/ ALSO PEVELOPED THE ‘
PRACTICAL IPEAS OF CONTEMPORARY
PLAYWRIGHTS LIKE THOMAS KYP
(1558-94), CHRISTOPHER MARLOWE
(1564-92) ANP BEORGE PEELE
(15656-96).






OEBPS/images/pg9.jpg
BY
THE TIME BOYS
REACHED THE
UPPER CLASSES, IT






OEBPS/images/pg16.jpg
Though | look old,
yet | am strong and lusty;
For in my youth

I never did apply

Hot and rebellious
liquors in my blood,

Nor did not with
unbashful forehead woo
The means of
wickedness and debility.






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
=) INTRODUCING

SHAKESPEARE

o
o
=
o
3
=
o
o
4
T}
X
=
=






OEBPS/images/pg17.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg18.jpg
SHORT
PARTS THAT WOULP UsU-
ALLY HAVE ME ON AND OFF IN
EARLY SCENES - SOMETIMES WITH
THE FIRST LINE - AND PELIVERING
FINE SET-PIECE SPEECHES.

THE PARTS HE MEMORIZED
FOR ONE PERFORMANCE, WHILE HE
WAS COMPOSING A NEW PLAY,
CcOULD ALSO HAVE INFLUENCED HIS
WRITING STYLE.

ST

G






OEBPS/images/pg12.jpg
BEING
MYOPIC
MYZELF, /
SUSPECT THAT
SHAKESPEARE WAS
MYOPIC. d





OEBPS/images/pg13.jpg
2 S TIRE





OEBPS/images/pg14.jpg
OUR PAUGHTER
(] SUSANNA WAS
i\ BORNIN A7AY .

SHORTLY
THEREAFTER,
WILL LEFT FOR

LONDPON 1O
WORK IN THE
THEATRE.

7HREE
YEARS LATER,
STILL IN THE CROWDED
FAMILY HOUSE, WE HAD
TWINS - HAMNET AND






OEBPS/images/pg15.jpg
PLAYS
ROTATED EVERY DAY,
S0 IN A SINGLE SEASON /
WOULP HAVE TO LEARN 7100
MINOR PARTZ OR 20.






