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SETTING THE SCENE

ALL THE WORLD’S A STAGE


The time: 2 p.m.

The date: Autumn, 1606

The place: The Globe Theatre, London

 

The theatre is hushed (well, quietish). The audience waits with bated breath (rather bad bated breath, at that). The excitement mounts. There’s a flash of lightning, a crash of thunder and three hideous old witches take the stage, cackling as they go:

 

‘When shall we three meet again?

In thunder, lightning, or in rain?…’
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So begins the first public performance of Macbeth, the latest masterpiece from the blockbusting pen of William Shakespeare. But who was this man, also known as the Bard, the Swan of Avon, or simply the greatest writer in the known world? Where did he come from and how did he do it?…



SO, WHO WAS WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE?


Curriculum Vitae

Name: William Shakespeare (or Shaxpere, or Shagsbere etc)

Date of birth: 23 April 1564

Place of birth: Stratford-upon-Avon, England

Star sign: Taurus

Parents: John Shakespeare (glove-maker) and Mary Arden (glove-maker’s wife)

Education: Stratford Grammar School

Marital status: Married Anne Hathaway, 1582

Children: Susanna; Hamnet (not to be confused with Hamlet) and Judith (twins)

Occupation: Good-ish actor; great poet; top playwright; shrewd businessman; glove-maker’s son. Still the scourge of every school classroom centuries after his death.

Died: 23 April 1616, aged 52 (exactly)





…AND WHAT DID HE LOOK LIKE?


What did Shakespeare actually look like? Reports vary. According to writer and wit, John Aubrey, who lived in the late 16th century and had never actually seen Shakespeare, he was a ‘handsome, well-shaped man’. Shakespeare’s good friend and fellow playwright, Ben Jonson, who had seen him close to, was not so glowing. In the foreword to Shakespeare’s plays, Jonson wrote, ‘Reader, look, Not on his picture, but his book’.

Was this Shakespeare?


 


[image: images]



 





WHAT OTHER EVIDENCE DO WE HAVE?

Not much, I’m afraid. For someone who made his living by writing, there’s remarkably little (i.e. next to nothing) in the way of letters, samples of handwriting etc etc. None of the original manuscripts of Shakespeare’s 37 plays, three long poems or 154 sonnets (shorter poems) have survived.



 



None of this seems to matter. More than 400 years after his death, the Swan of Avon is still the most acted, most performed, most printed, most reprinted, most translated writer ever. His plays are famous all over the world. There are thousands of theories, counter-theories, books and leaflets about Shakespeare. And hundreds of films, ballets, operas and musicals inspired by Shakespeare’s plays (not to mention teashops, bookshops, films of the books, books of the films, T-shirts, coffee mugs etc etc…). Bardmania is big business.
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But was Shakespeare in fact all he was cracked up to be? Or, in the Bard’s own words, was it all really Much Ado About Nothing?






SHAKESPEARE’S AGE


The first thing to consider is Shakespeare’s Age. Not his actual age, but the Age he lived in. Shakespeare’s formative years were spent in the Elizabethan Age. Queen Elizabeth I came to the throne in 1558 and stayed there until 1603. These were very exciting times. The Spanish Armada was well and truly sunk. Dashingly handsome explorers, such as Raleigh and Drake, sailed to the edges of the known world and beyond. It was the Golden Age of Exploration. A big, wide world began opening up before people’s eyes. They could read about it, talk about it, even put it in their pipes and smoke it – Raleigh introduced tobacco to England. And potatoes. New-fangled foreign things were all the rage. New words were needed to describe them, including the name of Shakespeare’s own theatre – the Globe. Oh yes, exciting times indeed.

 

Of course, not everyone was happy. Mary Queen of Scots had her head cut off for being a Catholic. And, for the unfortunate Earl of Essex, it was off to lunch with the Queen one day, off with his head the next.

 

When Elizabeth died in 1603, James I took her place and the Jacobean Age began. James had practised ruling Scotland as James VI before travelling south to England. He should have tried harder. In 1605, a group of Gunpowder Plotters tried to blow the king to smithereens. Luckily for him, the Plot backfired and James I reigned on until 1625.

 

All of this had a profound effect on William Shakespeare, one way or another.





BIRTH OF THE BARD

JUST WILLIAM


‘there was a star danced, and under that was I born.’

MUCH ADO ABOUT NOTHING
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William Shakespeare was most probably born in Henley Street, definitely in Stratford-upon-Avon, Warwickshire, England. Although we traditionally celebrate Shakespeare’s birth on 23 April 1564, no one is sure whether this was his birthday. We know that he was baptised on 26 April, as recorded in the parish register of the Holy Trinity Church in Stratford. We also know that parents in those days usually left three days between the birth and the baptism of their children. Besides, 23 April was St George’s Day – as good a date as any for a birthday. Conveniently, it also turned out to be the date that Shakespeare died, 52 years later to the day, in 1616. (52 wasn’t a bad age for the times, since many people died young of things like plague and childbirth.)

MEET THE SHAKESPEARES


William was the third child of John Shakespeare and Mary Shakespeare (or Mary Arden, as she was before she married). Two older sisters, Joan and Margaret, died before William was born. (A great many children died young in those days.) Five more children followed – three sons (Gilbert, Richard and Edmund), and two daughters (another Joan, and Anne, who died aged 8). So, William was the eldest of the family, and doubtless blamed for everything. (If you’re the eldest, you’ll know what I mean.)

MR AND MRS SHAKESPEARE


Shakespeare’s mother, Mary Arden, was the favourite daughter of Richard Arden, a respectable Warwickshire gentleman. In his will, he left her some land and the goodly sum of £6 13s 6d (six pounds, thirteen shillings and sixpence – which would have been about £4,000 today.) No wonder then she was soon snapped up by young John Shakespeare, a handsome farmer’s son. Some people said she’d married beneath her. After all, it was said, she could trace her ancestors back to William the Conqueror.



THE SHAKESPEARE FAMILY TREE
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John Shakespeare was a glove-maker with a mission. As a glove-maker he was in the social class of ‘craftsperson’, though this was a pretty respectable, highly-skilled profession which involved a long (perhaps 7-year) apprenticeship. But John Shakespeare also managed, from somewhere, to get enough money to get on the property ladder. He was soon climbing up the Stratford social scale, despite a few false starts on the way. In 1552, he was fined a shilling for making a dunghill outside his house in Henley Street. There were no dustbinmen in the Elizabethan Age and people had to leave their rubbish somewhere. But there were strict regulations about where you could leave a heap of muck and outside your front door wasn’t one of them.
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By 1556, a year after his marriage, John’s fortunes were on the up. He became official ale and bread taster for the Borough, making sure that standards were kept up to scratch. A job not to be sniffed at.

 

Finally, he reached the dizzy heights of Mayor. John Shakespeare was now a top man. He wore a scarlet robe (trimmed with fur on official occasions), was guaranteed a front seat at any local events including the theatre, and owned two fine houses.

 

Unfortunately, in 1576, things went badly wrong. John Shakespeare ended up riddled with debt, not daring to go out in public for fear of arrest. His fall from favour probably had a number of causes – bad investments, hefty fines for money lending (which was illegal) and possible persecution for his Catholic tendencies. But as with many other aspects of Shakespeare’s story, we don’t know the exact details for sure. In any case, it was up to young William to save the family name …

SHAKESPEARE’S STRATFORD


In Shakespeare’s day, Stratford-upon-Avon was a small market town of 200 houses, famous for the River Avon, the Forest of Arden, lively fairs which lasted for 16 days, and leafiness (in 1582 it was recorded as having one thousand elm trees). London was just two days away by horseback; four by foot. From its place at the heart of the English countryside, Stratford was also within easy reach of the great cities of Oxford, Warwick and Worcester. A constant stream of travellers, actors, merchants and general hangers-on passed through Stratford every day. Some may have stopped to buy gloves from the Shakespeares…



THE BARD’S BIRDS


All those long walks through the Warwickshire countryside turned young William into something of a nature lover. There are over 3,000 references to birds and animals in Shakespeare’s plays, not to mention the whole Forest of Arden in As You Like It. People used to believe that birds and animals symbolised different things. Here are some of the Bard’s top birds and what they meant to him:

 

Cuckoo – foolish; bad singers; heralds of spring.

 

Magpie – bad luck.

The name magpie comes from ‘maggot-pie’ which meant a chattering woman, and not a rotten piece of pastry.

 

Cormorant – greedy and grasping.

 

Eagle – strong, princely and brave.

 

Pheasant – precious; delicious to eat.

Judges were often bribed with gifts of pheasant.

 

Owl – messenger of death.

 

Barnacle goose – a fate worse than death.

In The Tempest, Caliban is terrified of being turned into a barnacle goose! In Shakespeare’s day, no one knew that birds migrated in winter. They thought geese suddenly appeared in spring because they miraculously hatched from tiny shellfish!

 

Swan – purity and virtue.

 

Dove – love; faithfulness; gentleness.
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SHAKESPEARE’S STRATFORD
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SHAKESPEARE’S SCHOOLDAYS

SCHOOLBOY SHAKESPEARE


Shakespeare’s father was probably illiterate (could not read or write). He signed documents with his glover’s mark. But when he went to ‘petty school’ for two years, William was taught to count, read and write by a master called an ‘abecadarius’. He learned the alphabet and Lord’s Prayer from a ‘hornbook’, a wooden, table-tennis-bat-shaped thing, printed on one side and blank on the other for writing practice. Then at 11, he probably began Grammar School.

SCHOOL TIMETABLE



School, in Shakespeare’s day, was tough. The school day lasted from 6 or 7 o’clock in the morning to 5 or 6 o’clock at night, with two short breaks for breakfast and lunch. William’s only day off was Sunday. The timetable included grammar (naturally), Latin, some Greek, classical history (i.e. Latin and Greek), poetry (mainly Latin and Greek), rhetoric (the art of speaking, much loved by Romans and Greeks), arithmetic and divinity (religious studies). A lot of the time was spent learning long passages of books by heart (yawn! yawn! yawn!).
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DID SHAKESPEARE LIKE SCHOOL?

Probably not. He didn’t like schoolmasters and in later life often made fun of them in his plays. More telling though is his famous description of a schoolboy from As You Like It:

 

‘The whining schoolboy, with his satchel

And shining morning face, creeping like snail

Unwillingly to school.’

 

Is this a clue as to how Shakespeare felt? (And is this how you feel when you have to study Shakespeare?)




STRATFORD GRAMMAR SCHOOL SCHOOL REPORT

Name: William Shakespeare        Class: 2B

Teacher: Mr Jenkins          Age: 12 2/5





	Subject

	Comments






	GRAMMAR

	William shows considerable promise but some of his sentences are rather long-winded.





	LATIN

	William seems keen on the story of Julius Caesar. This may be useful in future years.





	POETRY

	Excellent! Could go far.





	SPEECH AND DRAMA

	William tries hard but should steer clear of acting as his chosen future career.





	SPELLING

	Weak, but no worse than anyone else’s.





	CRAFTS

	William’s craft skills are generally poor, although he has surprised us all with his superb glove-making.
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