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William Shakespeare: 


The Man, the Actor, the Author 


William Shakespeare is considered to be one of the greatest writers 


who ever lived.


He was born in the market town of Stratford-upon-Avon in 


Warwickshire, England in 1564 and died there in 1616.


Shakespeare is usually referred to as an Elizabethan playwright but  



he actually lived during the reign of two monarchs: Elizabeth I and 


James I. When Elizabeth died in 1603, James, who was already King  



of Scotland, took over the English throne.















During Shakespeare’s lifetime, he wrote nearly 40 plays and  



over 150 poems (mainly sonnets). He was also an actor, a very 


successful businessman and owned valuable buildings and land in  



London and Stratford.


His parents were John Shakespeare, a glove-maker and Stratford 


council official, and Mary Arden, who was the daughter of a wealthy 


local farmer. As the child of a reasonably well-off family, William 


attended the local grammar school, where he would have studied Latin 


and Greek as well as English literature and history.


In 1582, at the age of 18, he married Anne Hathaway. They had  



three children but by 1587, Shakespeare had left his wife and children 


in Stratford and moved to London. He joined  



an acting company and, by the early  



1590s, was writing his own plays,  



becoming well known and  



successful in the world 


of London theatre.


London


Stratford-upon-Avon
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In 1594, Shakespeare joined a new acting company, The Lord 


Chamberlain’s Men, with his friend, the actor Richard Burbage. He 


would spend the rest of his life writing plays to be performed by this 


company and even became a part-owner of The Globe Theatre, which 


was built in 1599. This company was so successful that when King 


James came to the throne, he became their sponsor and their name 


was changed to The King’s Men. 


From 1610, Shakespeare began to spend more time in Stratford. 


He died on 23rd April, 1616. In the years following Shakespeare’s 



death, two of his friends, John Heminge and Henry Condell, collected 


manuscripts and copies of his plays. They were printed in 1623 in an 


edition known as 


The First Folio


. This collection of tragedies, comedies 


and historical plays helped to establish Shakespeare as a great 


playwright – possibly the greatest the world has ever known.


Another friend, the playwright Ben Jonson, said that Shakespeare’s 


plays would prove to be “not of an age, but for all time”.


Jonson was right. Shakespeare’s plays have been translated into every 


major language and are performed across the world. They have also 


been turned into films, TV series, musicals, ballets and graphic novels!
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King 


L


ear


 – The Play


It is thought that Shakespeare wrote 


King Lear


 around 1605–06.  



We know that the play was performed at Whitehall Palace in London 


on 26


th


 December, 1606, in front of James I. Since that time, it has 


been staged thousands of times around the world and has been the 


inspiration for many films, operas and television shows.


Although family relationships are at the heart of the play, 


King Lear


 


is a complex and multi-themed exploration of power, madness, justice, 


nature and contemporary issues in seventeenth-century Britain.  



Lear’s decision to divide his country mirrored the historical  



and political context of Shakespeare’s time. 
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“When we are born,  



we cry that we are come 



To this great stage of fools.” 



Lear Act 4 Scene 5


In 1603, King James VI of Scotland had ascended the throne of England 


to become James I of England. He wished to unite the kingdoms peacefully. 


The English Parliament were against this – the Act of Union did not 


take place for another hundred years (1707). In the play, Shakespeare’s 



audience sees for themselves the dangerous consequences of Lear’s 



‘carving up’ of Britain: civil war and bloodshed.


Many people argue that 


King Lear


 is Shakespeare’s greatest play. The 


Romantic poet, Percy Bysshe Shelley, called it, “the most perfect specimen 


of the dramatic art existing in the world”. In contrast, some notable critics 


have found it, “painful and disgusting” and, “although great literature [...] 


essentially impossible to be represented on a stage”. Such opposing views 


are the mark of what great literature can do: make us think, question and 


consider. 


King Lear


 is a play that certainly achieves this. 


It also has many of Shakespeare’s most memorable lines.


“Thou shouldst not have been 


old till thou hadst been wise.” 



Fool Act 1 Scene 5


“Nothing will come of 


nothing. Speak again.” 



Lear Act 1 Scene 1


“Blow, winds, and crack  



your cheeks! Rage, blow, 



You cataracts and hurricanoes, spout  



Till you have drenched our steeples, 


drowned the cocks!” 



Lear Act 3 Scene 2


“As flies to wanton boys  



are we to th’ gods; 



They kill us for their sport.” 



Gloucester Act 4 Scene 1


“I am a man more sinned 


against than sinning.” 



Lear Act 3 Scene 2
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BRITAIN, MANY HUNDREDS OF YEARS AGO


Lear is the King of Ancient Britain. He is 


nearing the end of his life and wishes to 


divide his kingdom equally among his  



three daughters. He has called his family 


and nobles together to announce his 


decision about which daughter will get 


which portion of the country. 


observe how his children receive this news …


KING LEAR
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Dover


London


BRITAIN


Lear’s Britain















DUKE OF CORNWALL


Regan’s husband


CORDELIA


Lear’s youngest daughter


REGAN


Lear’s middle daughter


GONERIL


Lear’s eldest daughter


LEAR


King of Britain


DUKE OF ALBANY


Goneril’s husband


EDMUND


Gloucester’s illegitimate son


EDGAR


Gloucester’s eldest son and heir  



(later disguised as  



POOR TOM)


EARL OF GLOUCESTER


List Of Main Characters


Dramatis Personae


The Royal House Of Britain


The Gloucester Family
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Others


FOOL


A servant of Lear


EARL OF KENT


A loyal servant of Lear, 


later disguised as CAIUS


KING OF FRANCE


Suitor and later husband 


to Cordelia


DUKE OF BURGUNDY


Suitor to Cordelia


OSWALD


Goneril’s steward


Doctor


OLD MAN


Gloucester’s tenant


CURAN 


CAPTAIN 


HERALD 


SERVANTS 


GENTLEMEN


O


ther Main Characters
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ACT 1


KING LEAR’S 


COURT, BRITAIN


Is this your 


sonson, my Lord 



Gloucester?


I look forward 


to getting to 


know you better.


I am 


pleasedpleased to 



meet you, my Lord.


The King  The King  



is coming!is coming!



Edmund has been abroad for 


nine nine 



yearsyears and leaves again very soon.



YesYes, I am Edmund’s fatherfather, 



although he was 


notnot conceived 



by my 


wifewife! I also have a 



legitimate sonlegitimate son, Edgar. But I love 



both sons 


equallyequally. Edmund, this 



is Lord Kent. He is my friend.
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Gloucester, bring 


in the Lords of 


France and Burgundy, 


while I reveal the 


real reasonreal reason I have 



brought you all here.


As I am getting 


olderolder and wish 



for an 


easier lifeeasier life, I have divideddivided my 



Kingdom into 


threethree parts. My three 



daughtersdaughters will each receivereceive a part.



Albany and Cornwall, you 


will 


know todayknow today what your 



wives will own, so that there 


will be 


no conflictno conflict between 



you after I’m dead.


Cordelia, The King of France 


and the Duke of Burgundy are 


rivalsrivals for your hand in marriagemarriage, 



and they too will soon know 


what your 


dowrydowry will be.



So, my daughters. Which one 


of you will say that you 


lovelove me 



the most? The one that does so 


will receive the 


greatest rewardgreatest reward! 



Goneril, my eldest, speak first!
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