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The creak of the boards! The applause of the crowds! The 


notes of the lute! The stench of the performing bear? Yes, it 



can only mean one thing: the year is 1601 and you’re at the 


Globe Theatre in London to attend the premiere of the 



latest play by the one and only 


William Shakespeare. 



Beyond the theatre walls, England is enjoying a golden 


age under the rule of the wise and magnificent 


Queen Elizabeth I, but that doesn’t mean that this is 


an easy time to be a woman. Except for the Queen, most 


of the power is still held by men and (although some clever 


and determined women manage to get around the rules) 


there are lots of things women aren’t allowed to do. 


Women are forbidden to work as actresses – a woman on 


the throne is one thing, but it would be far too scandalous 


to see a woman on stage – so any female parts you see 


in tonight’s play will be played by teenage boys. 
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But that doesn’t mean that in the world of 


Shakespeare’s plays, women aren’t important. 


Throughout Shakespeare’s tragedies, which are plays 


that end in death and destruction, and comedies, 


which usually end in marriage and lots of laughs, 


some of his most famous and exciting characters 


are women. There are powerful queens and lost 


princesses; mystical fairies and wicked witches; 


best friends and bitter enemies; young lovers and 


shipwrecked adventuresses. Not all of these characters 


are goodies – some are very bad indeed. But they do 


all have 


extraordinary stories to tell and, if you 



turn the page, you’ll hear some of them . . .















Powerful Queens


Many of Shakespeare’s most 


exciting female characters are 


queens. Some, like Cleopatra, rule 


kingdoms on their own.


Others, like Lady 


Macbeth and Gertrude, 


rule alongside their 


husbands.


Because politics was associated with men in 


Shakespeare’s time, he often describes his female rulers 


as having male qualities. This was not necessarily a 


good thing. Almost all of Shakespeare’s queens meet 


disastrous ends, and the audience would have seen this 


as evidence that women weren’t meant to rule.


Shakespeare’s plays boast lots of queens. Titania in 


A Midsummer Night’s Dream is the Queen of the 



Fairies. Two queens – Catherine of Aragon and 


Anne Boleyn – compete in Henry VIII. The queen in 



Cymbeline, like an evil stepmother in a fairytale, 



even plots to poison her stepdaughter, Innogen!


This was a particularly weird view to hold, given that 



Elizabeth was proving them wrong at that very moment.



But let’s start with a ‘seeming virtuous’ queen . . .


Even though England was enjoying a 


golden age under Queen Elizabeth I, 


most men still believed that women 


shouldn’t hold power. 


This view led Shakespeare to write his queens as, at best, 


complex characters and, at worst, outright villains!
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One of Shakespeare’s characters – Gertrude in 


Hamlet – is queen not once, but twice.



Gertrude was married to the old King of Denmark. 


They had a son named Hamlet, and they seemed 


to be very much in love. But when the king dies, 


Gertrude only waits a few months before marrying his 


brother Claudius, who becomes the new king. That 


makes her Queen of Denmark a second time over.


But is Gertrude a good queen? Shakespeare 


lets the audience decide. Gertrude loves 


Hamlet and tries to keep him safe. She’s also 


charming, elegant and can be very persuasive, 


and she spends a lot of the play trying to 


convince the men to just CALM DOWN.


Hamlet, however, is furious with his mother. 


He thinks that she’s weak and disloyal for 


remarrying so soon after his father’s death 


(especially because he has discovered that 


Gertrude’s new husband Claudius 


secretly murdered his father!).


But maybe Gertrude is just doing her best. 


In Shakespeare’s day, very few queens (other 


than Elizabeth I) had power of their own. 


After all, being married to a king and using 


their powers of persuasion was the only 


way for them to get anything done.
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