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THE EVERYTHING® Shakespeare Book

Dear Reader,

When a man called Shakespeare died in 1616 the news journals of the day did not herald his passing. He was, after all, just a playwright of popular plays, not an icon of great works of literary art. It wasn't until 1769 when director David Garrick held the First Shakespeare Jubilee in the Bard's birthplace, Stratford-upon-Avon, to showcase the plays, that Shake speare's genius began to be recognized.

It wasn't long after that when doubts began to emerge about the true authorship of Shake speare's plays. Detractor s began to say, “Would you ask me to believe that this rural clod from Stratford was transformed into a literary genius by a divine bolt of lightning?”

Even now, we might ask ourselves: “Who is Shake speare?”

Everyone agrees that Homer penned The Iliad. Yet, to accept Shakespeare as the author of the most poetic masterpieces in the English language has caused endless — and many times furious and vindictive — debates. Those who doubt Shakespeare's authorship are called “anti-Stratfordians.” They argue that a “country bumpkin” from Stratford-upon-Avon could never have penned the plays. Famous doubters include Mark Twain, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Charlie Chaplin.

That thought can also apply to William Shakespeare. And that is the purpose of The Everything® Shakespeare Book, 2nd Edition. It not only delves into the great works of Shakespeare — from his poetry to his plays — but it also seeks to reveal the truth about this man from Stratford-upon-Avon.

It's a story Shakespeare would have loved to write.
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Welcome to the EVERYTHING® Series!

These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.

You can choose to read an Everything
® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our three useful boxes: e-questions, e-facts, e-quotes.

We give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.

We now have more than 400 Everything
® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as weddings, pregnancy, cooking, music instruction, foreign language, crafts, pets, New Age, and so much more. When you're done reading them all, you can finally say you know Everything
®!
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Answers to common questions
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Important snippets of information
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Words of wisdom from experts in the field



DIRECTOR OF INNOVATION
 Paula Munier



EDITORIAL DIRECTOR
 Laura M. Daly



EXECUTIVE EDITOR, SERIES BOOKS
 Brielle K. Matson



ASSOCIATE COPY CHIEF
 Sheila Zwiebel



ACQUISITIONS EDITOR
 Lisa Laing



DEVELOPMENT EDITOR
 Katie McDonough



PRODUCTION EDITOR
 Casey Ebert

Visit the entire Everything® series at www.everything.com






Contents



Top Ten Things You Didn't Know about William Shakespeare







Introduction







1 Shakespeare's World






A Bare Bones Biography



The Early Years



Marriage and Children



Shakespeare in London



 Life in Theater



Profile of Shakespeare



The Works




2 The Elizabethan Stage






Elizabethan Theater in Shakespeare's Time



Morality Plays and Mystery Cycles



The Players



The Playwrights



The Master of Revels



To Play or Not to Play



Stage Construction




3 Shakespeare's Rivals






Christopher Marlowe



John Lyly



Thomas Kyd



Ben Jonson



John Marston



Beaumont and Fletcher



John Ford



Thomas Middleton



John Webster




4 How to Understand Elizabethan English






Shakespeare's Language



The Evolution of the English Language



Elizabethan English



Playing with Words



Elizabethan Pronunciation



Name-Calling and Words of Scorn



Sexual Ribaldry



Shakespeare's Soliloquies



Tragic Mirth



Elizabethan Vocabulary



How to Curse in Shakespeare




5 Scenes from Elizabethan Life






Servants and Masters



Military Life



Country Life



Town Life



Coins and Money



Outsiders




6 Shakespeare in Stratford-upon Avon






Shakespeare's Greatest Period of Writing



Shakespeare as a Businessman



Shakespeare in Retirement



Where are the Manuscripts?



Shakespeare's Last Will and Testament



Shakespeare's Death



The First Folio



In Praise of Shakespeare




7 Did Shakespeare Write Shakespeare?






Much Ado about Shakespeare



How Did the Controversy Begin?



Debating the Authorship Question



Shakespeare on Trial



The Baconian Stance



The Oxfordian Stance




8 Candidates for Shakespeare's Literary Crown






The Shakespeare Mystery



The Popular Candidates



The Partners Theory



The Bizarre Candidates



The Case for Shakespeare



Is Hard Evidence Needed?



To Be or Not to Be Shakespeare — That Is the Question



The Final Question




9 The Sonnets and Poems






Shakespeare as a Poet



Rising to Fame



Venus and Adonis




The Rape of Lucrece




Lesser-Known Poems



The Sonnets




10 An Introduction to the Plays






Shakespeare and Elizabethan Theater



The Four Time Periods



Chronological Order of Plays



Appreciating Shakespeare's Greatness



Shakespearean Comedy



Shakespearean History



Shakespearean Tragedy




11 Shakespeare's Comedies








A Midsummer Night's Dream:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary



Famous Lines





As You Like It:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary



Famous Lines





Love's Labour's Lost:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary



Famous Lines





Much Ado About Nothing:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary



Famous Lines





The Comedy of Errors:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary



Famous Lines





The Merchant of Venice:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary



Famous Lines





The Merry Wives of Windsor:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary



Famous Lines





The Taming of the Shrew:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Outer Play



The Play Within a Play



Commentary



Famous Lines





The Two Gentlemen of Verona:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary



Famous Lines





Twelfth Night:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary



Famous Lines




12 Shakespeare's Problem Comedies








All's Well That Ends Well:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary



Famous Lines





Measure for Measure:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary



Famous Lines





Troilus and Cressida:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary



Famous Lines




13 Shakespeare's Tragic Comedies








Cymbeline:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary



Famous Lines





The Tempest:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary



Famous Lines





The Winter's Tale:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary



Famous Lines




14 Shakespeare's Tragedies








Antony and Cleopatra:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



 Commentary



Famous Lines





Coriolanus:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary



Famous Lines





Julius Caesar:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary



Famous Lines





Romeo and Juliet:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary



Famous Lines





Timon of Athens:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary



Famous Lines





Titus Andronicus:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary



Famous Lines




15 Shakespeare's Four Greatest Tragedies








Hamlet, Prince of Denmark:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary



Famous Lines





King Lear:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary



Famous Lines





Macbeth:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary



Famous Lines





Othello:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary



Famous Lines




16 Shakespeare's Histories








King Henry IV, Part II:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary



Famous Lines





King Henry VI, Part I:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary



Famous Lines





King Henry VI, Part II:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary





King Henry VI, Part III:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary



Famous Lines





King Henry VIII:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary



Famous Lines





King John:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary



Famous Lines





King Richard II:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary



Famous Lines





King Richard III:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary



Famous Lines




17 Shakespeare's Two Top Histories








King Henry IV, Part I:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary



Famous Lines





King Henry V:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary



Famous Lines




18 Shakespeare's Last — and Lost — Plays








Cardenio:
 Main Characters



Introduction



Commentary





King Edward III:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary





Pericles, Prince of Tyre:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary





The Two Noble Kinsmen:
 Main Characters



Introduction



The Play



Commentary




Appendix A: Additional Resources







Appendix B: Shakespeare on Film











Acknowledgments


My thanks to Lisa Laing, Project Editor of Adams Media, for her professional editing and technical direction in completing this book.

To my agent, Bob Diforio, who convinced me that my love for the words of Shakespeare made The Everything
® Shakespeare Book an exceptional writing project.








Top Ten Things You Didn't Know about William Shakespeare


1. The first record of the name “Shakespeare” is one of William Saksper of Gloucestershire who in 1248 was hanged for robbery.


2. On April 26, 1564, the Stratford parish register records the baptism of “Gulielmus filius Johannes Shakspere” (“William, son of John Shakespere”).


3. Episcopal records in the diocese of Worcester register the marriage of “Willelmum Shaxpere” in 1582. The groom was eighteen, the bride, “Anne Hathway,” twenty-six. One can assume it was a “shotgun” wedding, as six months after the marriage, Susanna Shakespeare was christened.


4. Shakespeare's name was spelled (or shall we say misspelled) a variety of ways during his lifetime: Shackespere, Shaxpere, and even Shaeaxsperre.


5. There are only six known signatures of Shakespeare, three of them on his last will and testament. They are valued at over $5 million each. The last signature was sold in 1844 for the equivalent of $180. There are no known copies of his plays written in his hand. Their value would be priceless.


6. Shakespeare's family line ceased to exist with the death of his granddaughter, Elizabeth. His sister, Joan, survived him by many years and through her descendants the Shakespeare name still lives on.


7. No known portraits were painted during Shakespeare's lifetime. The most well-known likeness, the Droeshout Engraving, which appears on the title page of the First Folio, was done by Martin Droeshout, who was only fifteen when Shakespeare died.


8. George Bernard Shaw, who deplored what he thought was Shakespeare's bloated reputation, invented the word bardolatry, hence the term “Bard.” Shaw thought Shakespeare's ideas were “platitudinous fludge.”


9. There have been over fifty claimants to Shakespeare's literary crown, the most prominent being Sir Francis Bacon and Edward de Vere. There are also such absurd contenders as Queen Elizabeth I, Sir Walter Raleigh, and Daniel Defoe.


10. Mark Twain was the most verbal of the doubters that Shakespeare, a “Stratford rustic,” wrote great plays. He termed all believers (known as “the Stratfordians”), as “Stratfordolators, Shakespearoids and blatherskites.”









Introduction




[image: illustration]
 MANY A POTENTIAL FAN has been turned off by being forced to read Shakespeare in school or by being dragged to see a badly staged and acted version of one of Shakespeare's plays. Nearly all of us as school-children were forced to endure turgid study sessions of Shakespeare plays because it was “good for us.”

Admittedly, reading a play by Shakespeare can be puzzling. Many of the words are foreign to us. In Henry IV, Part II we have this tirade: “Away, you scullion! You rampallion.” (Ruffian.) “You fustilarian!” (A made-up word like “fussy.”) “I'll tickle your catastrophe!” (A popular phrase of the time.)

The phrasing can also be confusing. When Juliet calls from the balcony and laments, “Wherefore art thou Romeo?” the reader assumes she means, “Where?” Yet, Juliet is saying, “Why are you Romeo?” In other words, “Why must you be an enemy of my family, which will keep us apart.”

But seeing a play performed, either onstage or as a movie, is a joy. Some producers have staged lavish versions of Shakespeare's plays with great actors who take what seems to be incomprehensible language and make it sing.


Take director Laurence Olivier's Henry V, in which he also starred. Olivier said he designed the film for “people who believed that Shakespeare was not for the likes of them.”

After watching Sir John Gielgud's stage performance in Hamlet, a critic wrote, “The voice of John Gielgud introduced me to classical acting and now I can't read Hamlet without hearing it.”

Of course, there are some performances that go beyond the bounds of good taste, such as James Cagney acting in a 1935 movie version of A Midsummer Night's Dream. He was said to be a “cross between a Chicago Hood and the Ugly Duckling.”

Mickey Rooney, who played Puck at age fifteen in A Midsummer Night's Dream, said later, “I never read Shakespeare before or since.”

Other movie stars have attempted Shakespeare on the screen to less than glowing reviews, such as actor Tony Curtis as the evil Iago in Othello. Walter Matthau was just as ill-cast in the same part. Humphrey Bogart didn't fare any better in a radio adaptation of Henry IV.

No doubt Orson Welles presented the most original performance of Macbeth when he staged the play in Haiti during the nineteenth century and titled it “Voodoo Macbeth.” Although it was a success, one has to wonder what Shakespeare would have thought seeing his play lifted from Scottish heath and dropped on an island.

Even with the vast number of interpretations of the plays, there is no question that studying Shakespeare requires some effort. But it is worth the mental effort. He takes us into a different world, introduces us to deviant people, and makes us listen to them talk in a way that at first seems almost incomprehensible. But his characters are, in fact, remarkable and recognizable. Just pick up the newspaper or turn on the television, and chances are you'll recognize people in the modern world who bear a resemblance to Shakespearean characters.

Shakespeare's genius was to capture, perhaps for the first time in the English language, the deep and troubling complexities and passions that we are all slave to.

Shakespeare also helped to invent the language we now know as English. He wrote at a time when English was evolving from a form called Middle English, which was part Germanic and part French, into the language we recognize today. He invented words and played with the language. Even audiences in his day did not understand everything he wrote any better than we do today. He was a poet with a poet's sensibilities, and his use of speech and his inventiveness reflect that.

So, let's investigate the world of the man who proclaimed in As You Like It: “All the world's a stage, and all the men and women merely players.” Let's see if he can't teach us a thing or two about ourselves and the world around us.





CHAPTER 1


Shakespeare's World

Shakespeare is an enigma. In Elizabethan times, literacy was dramatically on the rise but those people who could write seldom wrote about the living. As a result, there are few reliable stories about Shakespeare's life. Yet, a bit of detective work in church records and legal documents, as well as a few personal reminiscences from his contemporaries, can give us the “bones” of a skeletal life story to which we can add some “meat.”



A Bare Bones Biography


Biography in the modern sense was unknown to the Elizabethans. Kings and queens, statesmen and military heroes' lives were recorded, but a man of middle class, an actor and writer of plays, of him little was written. We are not even sure of the exact date of Shakespeare's birth.
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Mark Twain, who strongly denounced the man called Shakespeare as the author of the plays listed under his name, compared the creation of Shakespeare's biography to the “reconstruction of a dinosaur from a few bits of bone stuck together with plaster.”



Here are the facts, and only the facts:


	
Holy Trinity Church in Stratford-upon-Avon does not record Shake-speare's birth date. But the parish register lists his christening on April 26, 1564. Baptisms usually took place about three days after a child's birth because infants often died in those first two days. We can calculate that he was most probably born on April 23.



	
In 1582, a marriage license was granted to one “Willelmun Shaxpere.” His bride, “Anne Hathwey,” was eight years his senior and from the nearby village of Shottery. Six months after the marriage, church records show Susanna Shakespeare was christened.



	
There is some confusion with Anne's name. The church register reads “Annam Whateley de Temple Grafton.” But the bond of marriage lists the bride as “Anne Hathwey” of Stratford. (It has been assumed that Whateley was a scribal error rather than a second woman in Shakespeare's young life.) Anne Hathaway's name was also registered as “Agnes” Hathwey. Anne was a common variation of Agnes.



	
Two years after the marriage of William and Anne, on February 2, 1585, the twins, Hamnet and Judith, were baptized. They were named in honor of two close family friends, the baker Hamnet Sadler and his wife Judith. Eleven years later, one of the twins, Hamnet, died.



	
Shakespeare's father, John, was a respected glove maker and wool merchant. His social position rose over twenty years from chamberlain to high bailiff, what we would call mayor.



	
Shakespeare turned twenty-one in 1585. For the next seven years, until 1592, there are no official records of where he went or what he did. He is mentioned in 1592 when a London dramatist, Robert Green, referred to him as “Shake-scene” and called him an “upstart crow, beautified with our feathers.”



	
In the early years in London, Shakespeare worked as an actor, later in his career playing the Ghost in Hamlet and Adam in As You Like It.



	
Shakespeare's first tragedy, Titus Andronicus, and his first comedy, The Comedy of Errors, were enthusiastically received by the London audience, as was his first history, Henry VI.



	
In 1611 Shakespeare left London and retired to New Place, his home in Stratford-upon-Avon.



	
In 1616 Shakespeare died. He was fifty-two. His tomb is in Holy Trinity Church, Stratford.



	
Anne Hathaway Shakespeare died in 1623, at the age of sixty-eight. She is also entombed In Holy Trinity Church.





Spelling was also hit or miss in Elizabethan days before English was standardized; so Shakespeare's name can be found spelled as Shackerpere, Shaxpeare, and many other variations. One researcher, George Wise, published a tome titled The Autograph of William Shakespeare, in which he listed 400 ways of spelling the name, such as Scheackespyrr and Schaeaxspierre. There are six different versions of Shakespeare's actual signature.



The Early Years


It is commonly agreed that England's greatest poet and playwright was born April 23, 1564, and that he died on the same day of the same month, St. George's Day, April 23, 1616. Hospice workers today report men and women from all classes often cling to life until a special date. Given Shakespeare's obvious love of symmetry, it seems likely he would try to shape his ending to match his beginning, giving scholars further reason to believe he was born on April 23. His birthplace was Stratford-upon-Avon, in the county of War-wickshire, about 100 miles north of London.

In the mid-sixteenth century, Stratford was a market town of some 1,500 people and was considered a large town. In the agrarian society of the time, villages were limited in size by the productivity of the surrounding countryside. As rising business centers, such towns made use of rivers and streams to transport local produce such as wool, cheese, and grain. The population of London at the time of Shakespeare's birth was about 200,000 and rapidly growing. By his death, more than 400,000 people lived in London.


Shakespeare's Family


Shakespeare was the eldest son of a glove maker and prosperous merchant, John Shakespeare, and the third child of eight. John was an established glove maker and leather dresser. Shakespeare's mother's maiden name was Mary Arden, and her family was from the gentry — that is, they were landlords rather than tenants and lived off the income of their real estate. Along with the properties that Mary brought to the marriage, and the income of John's leather and tanning business, which was a respectable trade, they were comparatively well off.

John was active in local government and was appointed to jobs of increasing responsibility, culminating in his election as bailiff, or mayor, of Stratford. Then, John's fortunes began to decline. In 1586 he was replaced as an alderman. By 1592, he was being rebuked in writing for not attending church and was in fear of being jailed for debt.

Historians speculate that John may have held onto old Roman Catholic beliefs (his mother was from a Catholic family) and suffered for it. England had broken with the Roman Catholic Church. Henry VIII declared himself the head of state and the “Church of England,” what we now call Anglicanism in England and Episcopalianism in the United States. Henry began tearing down monasteries and reclaiming Church property. After Henry died, his son Edward VI attempted to introduce the more radical Protestantism of the Reformation. He began executing Roman Catholics. Edward, however, died after four years on the throne. His older sister began her reign as Queen Mary in 1553. In a bloody upheaval, Mary tried to reintroduce Catholicism by executing many Protestants. After Mary's death in 1558, her half sister Elizabeth, the daughter of Anne Boleyn, became queen. Queen Elizabeth embraced the Church of England as the national religion with herself, like her father Henry VIII, as the head of state and religion. Unlike her half siblings Edward and Mary, Elizabeth strove for religious moderation. She would reign over England for forty-five years, leaving the throne to her cousin James in 1603.
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Were Shakespeare's parents educated?


John, in his position as Stratford's bailiff, should have been able to read and write, but he signed all documents with his glover's mark (two compasses) instead of his name. Scholars, however, now speculate that such trade marks may have carried more weight than a signature and so do not necessarily reflect illiteracy. Mary Shakespeare used as her mark a running horse. Though she came from a prosperous family, given the status of women when she was born, it is unlikely she was literate by today's standards.




Shakespeare's Education


As the son of a local official, Shakespeare would have been entitled to free schooling (mandatory schooling was not yet the law), and it is likely he was educated at Stratford Grammar School, which had a reputation as an excellent school. After a few years of training in basic literacy, boys of well-off families spent the rest of their education learning to read, recite, and speak Latin and possibly some Greek. The influence of Latin authors such as Pliny, Ovid, Seneca, Plautus, and Terence as well as Greek authors Homer and Plutarch, are clear in Shakespeare's plays.

Young William did not go on to a university, but the grammar school curriculum should have given him a formidable linguistic and literary education. As was common at the time, he attended classes from dawn to dusk six days a week and was probably whipped if he was inattentive or lazy in his studies. Some researchers think that the character of Sir Hugh Evans, in The Merry Wives of Windsor, is a caricature of Shakespeare's old headmaster, Thomas Jenkins.
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Ben Jonson, who received honorary degrees from Oxford and Cambridge, and who would become Shakespeare's close friend in later years, once referred to Shakespeare's grammar schooling by saying, “He had small Latin and less Greek.” Jonson, however, would have made that judgment against very high standards.





Marriage and Children


When Anne became pregnant, the couple was forced to ask for a waiver of the banns from the bishop of Worcester so that the wedding could take place quickly before the holiday season, when marriages weren't performed. There was good reason for this rush to the altar: William and Anne's daughter Susanna was born six months later. Historians estimate that one in three Elizabethan brides was pregnant on her wedding day, so this situation was not out of the ordinary. Shakespeare's father probably urged the marriage on because of the financial improvements to his family that would result from the union to Anne, whose father was a well-to-do farmer and landlord.

In Elizabethan times marriage was considered more a business proposition than a union of two people who had fallen in love. Though one can certainly imagine young William's excitement taking the short walk from Stratford to Anne's home in Shottery for a rendezvous of passion with an “older” woman, settling into married life and having children would have been considered love enough by the larger community.

Not a lot is known of Shakespeare between the ages of eighteen and twenty-five. Some stories say he had to flee Stratford after being caught poaching deer on a nobleman's estate, while others, less fanciful, have him working as a schoolmaster, either in a small town or for the family of a local nobleman.

Plays were performed in grammar school and Shakespeare may have taken part in these performances, honing his taste for acting. Traveling players often acted in Stratford. The Earl of Leicester's players performed there, and in 1576 (when Shakespeare was twelve) the Earl of Worcester's and the Earl of Warwick's troupes were there. With his budding interest in the theater, Shakespeare no doubt met these players.



Shakespeare in London


Sometime after 1585, Shakespeare left his home and family to travel to London perhaps as a member of the Queen's Men, an elite troupe of actors who performed in Stratford in 1587. For seven years — termed the “Lost Years” — there are no official records of what he did.

His wife, Anne, no doubt, had great fear of his departure. For a country person, Anne had to look upon London as a terribly huge place where pick-pockets strolled, country cousins were made fun of, and cats clawed over the remains of fish tossed from above to the street. The odious contents of chamber pots were also splashed into the street and added to the stench.

There was also a deadly fear of the plague, which ravaged London in 1564, 1592–93, 1603, and 1623. In 1593 at least 100,000 victims in England succumbed to the scourge. People stuffed rosemary in their ears as a desperate preventative. “The scourge of God is descended upon the wickedness of the city!” preachers ranted from street-side pulpits as carts carried away the dead.



Life in Theater


It is unlikely, but commonly believed, that Shakespeare's first job in the theater was holding horses at the stage door. He may have been some sort of stage manager. As he began journeyman play editing and copying, and collaborating with other playwrights and actor managers, he learned his craft. He also performed as an actor.

We don't know exactly what roles Shakespeare played, but authorities on Shakespeare think he probably played “cameo” roles, such as the Ghost in Hamlet, and Chorus in King Henry V. He seemed to play older men. He was also in the cast list of a Ben Jonson play, Everyman in his Humour.
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Producer Philip Henslowe, the leading impresario of the Rose Theatre, who was noted for keeping complete records of the theater, recorded what plays were preformed and what actors were paid. Strangely, he failed to list any payment to Shakespeare for his plays. London's premiere acting company, the Lord Chamberlain's Men, did record warrants for payment and Shakespeare was a full-fledged professional in the company, where he served as both actor and playwright.



The acting troupe did well, no doubt partly as a result of their in-house writer, possibly performing for Queen Elizabeth I herself. They also put on productions for law school professors and students at the Inns of Court.

Shakespeare wasn't above taking someone's idea if he liked it and rewriting it for himself and his company. The playwright's version, of course, would have been uniquely his. For example, the King Lear story did not originally contain Cordelia or the Fool, two characters we find most interesting. In those days, plagiarism wasn't a crime. A lot of his work, for example the stories of Macbeth, King Lear, and Hamlet, can be traced back to stories by Holinshed, to the anonymous author of a play called King Leir, and to a lost tragedy written by Thomas Kyd. He borrowed other plots from Chaucer, Plutarch, familiar folktales, and many Italian novellas.

By 1592, no more than seven years after his arrival, he was well established as an actor/playwright in London. A bitter rival, Robert Greene, who was a university-trained writer, resented the “uneducated” lowlifes like Shakespeare becoming more successful than he. Reacting to this, he accused Shakespeare of stealing techniques from other playwrights to further his own career, and added, “there is an upstart crow, beautified with our feathers [that is, he stole our stuff], that with his Tygers hart wrapt in a Players hyde [a possible reference to a line from King Henry VI, Part III, an early play, but also referring to Shakespeare as an untalented person pretending to be a playwright and actor], supposes he is as well able to bombast out blanke verse as the best of you [that is, he thinks he is a very good writer]; and being an absolute Johannes fac totum [that is, Jack-of-all-trades (and the rest of the insult implies a master of none)], is in his own conceit the only Shake-scene in a country [in other words, he really thinks he is England's best playwright].”

In 1592 the plague broke out again and the authorities in London closed all the theaters because of the risk of spreading infection in the audiences. While other players went on tour, Shakespeare gained a noble patron, Henry Wriothesley, Earl of Southampton. The playwright turned to writing poetry, considered a higher art than writing plays. Shakespeare published two major lyric works, Venus and Adonis in 1593 and The Rape of Lucrece in 1594, both dedicated to Southampton. Shakespeare may also have written his long sonnet sequence during this period, dedicating it to an “H. W.”

When the theaters reopened in 1594, the thirty-year-old actor/playwright joined an acting company, led by actor Richard Burbage, called the Lord Chamberlain's Men. This company first performed in a space simply called “The Theatre.” In 1599 they would open the Globe, built from the Theatre's timbers. It held about 3,000 people — a huge place for its day — charging a penny for the standing room only groundlings, another penny to enter the covered galleries, and another penny for a cushion. More than half of Shakespeare's plays were performed for the first time in the Globe Theatre.



Profile of Shakespeare


By some accounts Shakespeare was a good-looking, witty young man, probably not unlike Joseph Fiennes's portrayal of him in the 1998 movie Shakespeare in Love.

Shakespeare could be intense, had a real eye for the dramatic in a situation, was extremely knowledgeable about stagecraft, and likely paid great attention to the world and the people around him, initially listening more than talking.

Shakespeare would likely have been the quiet one in a crowd at first, the one who sat in the corner entertaining himself and perhaps a friend or two by watching everyone coming and going in a room and making pithy, witty comments, probably in a low voice. But once the party got going, he was likely just as loud and passionate as others. Pity the poor man who had to get into an argument with Shakespeare. A nimble mind, a way with words, and a sharp tongue no doubt helped him win a lot more arguments than perhaps he should have won.


What Did Shakespeare Look Like?


We have all seen his likeness; the portrait of the bald man with a wispy mustache and prickly hair under his lip, big black eyes staring at — nothing. This image is from the Droeshout Engraving and first appeared on the title page of the First Folio, the original collection of Shakespeare's plays. Yet, is it a correct representation of the man? The engraver, Martin Droeshout, was fifteen when Shakespeare died, so the portrait certainly didn't come from life, nor do we know if the engraver and playwright ever met.

The Chandos portrait is far more romantic, offering an idealized face of the playwright wearing a gold earring. Richard Burbage, the best-known actor in Shakespeare's company and an artist, was once thought to have painted it, though the more likely artist is one John Taylor. It is called the Chandos portrait because it eventually came to be in the possession of the Duke of Chandos.
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Shakespeare's colleague Ben Jonson evidently thought it a good likeness, as he wrote in his poem in the First Folio:


It was for Gentle Shakespeare's cut;

 Wherein the Graver had a strife

 With Nature to out-do the life.




The worst likeness is no doubt the Janssen bust, which is in Holy Trinity Church in Stratford and is placed near Shakespeare's tomb. He is shown as a bloated figure, the features puffy, which could be a reflection of his illness in the last years of his life.


Shakespeare's Fees from His Writing


Most of the records that mention Shakespeare deal with lawsuits. He was a businessman and the theater was the movie house of its time. Shakespeare was both a “sharer” in the acting company and a “housekeeper,” or part owner of the theater building itself. As such, he received 10 percent of all profits. He was careful with his money (perhaps as a result of lessons learned from his father's misfortunes). He earned fees not only from writing plays and from their production, but also from investments in real estate. He did not own his plays — those were owned by the Lord Chamberlain's Men, later known as the King's Men. But since Shakespeare gained from the company's buying his play as well as producing it, his profit was greater than those playwrights who were not sharers. He became a very wealthy man.

We have no evidence that he traveled abroad, although it is certainly possible given his knowledge of other countries and the things he wrote about in his plays.


Was Shakespeare a Womanizer?


Certainly the movie Shakespeare in Love showed him involved in an amorous relationship. One can easily suppose that as an actor he had access to many sexual companions. A law student named John Manningham wrote this in his diary in 1601 when Shakespeare was age thirty-six:


Upon a time when Burbage played Richard III there was a citizen grew so far in liking him that, before she went from the play, she appointed him to come that night unto her by the name of Richard the Third. Shakespeare, overhearing their conclusion, went before, was entertained and at his game ere Burbage came. Then, message being brought that Richard the Third was at the door, Shakespeare caused return to be made that William the Conqueror was before Richard the Third.


This anecdote may only be that — a funny story. But what is known to be fact is that Shakespeare addresses most of his love sonnets to a young man and some to a “dark lady.” What those facts mean is more debatable.


Performing for Royalty


Shakespeare wrote and performed for both Queen Elizabeth and her successor, King James. He also had a royal patron. These circumstances no doubt helped him write convincingly about royalty. It is not a stretch of the imagination to think that as the leading playwright and poet of his time, he was often in the company of leading political and social figures of the time, whether aristocrats or not.

In 1603, Queen Elizabeth I died and James VI of Scotland became James I of England. He took Burbage and company under his sponsorship, renaming the company the King's Men. James commanded more court productions from this premier troupe than did Queen Elizabeth. For him in particular, Shakespeare wrote “that Scottish play,” Macbeth.



The Works


Shakespeare wrote for nearly twenty years, and at the height of his powers could have written as many as two or even three plays a year. He began writing dramas in the late 1580s and of the thirty-eight to forty plays that comprise the Shakespeare canon, thirty-six were published in the First Folio of 1623. Eighteen plays had been published in his lifetime in quarto versions, smaller and cheaper publications than a folio. The earliest quartos were King Henry VI, King Richard III, Titus Andronicus, and Love's Labour's Lost, followed by The Comedy of Errors, King Richard II, The Two Gentlemen of Verona, and Romeo and Juliet. Then followed The Taming of the Shrew, King John, The Merchant of Venice, A Midsummer Night's Dream, All's Well That Ends Well, King Henry IV, The Merry Wives of Windsor, King Henry V, Much Ado About Nothing, As You Like It, Twelfth Night, Julius Caesar, Hamlet, Troilus and Cressida, Othello, Measure for Measure, Macbeth, King Lear, Timon of Athens, Pericles, Antony and Cleopatra, Coriolanus, Cymbeline, The Winter's Tale, The Tempest, King Henry VI, and The Two Noble Kinsmen. Since a company saw no benefit from publishing a play while it was still in production, and since some of these quartos were actually pirated, the order of composition and performance does not often match up with the date of publication. The play Cardenio, moreover is claimed by some to exist under a different name (The Second Maiden's Tragedy) and by others to exist only in fragments or late adaptations. One must question how one man in a comparatively short period of time wrote so many extraordinary plays. Virginia Woolf may have answered this question when she wrote, “He writes at a speed that is quicker than anybody else's quickest.”





CHAPTER 2


The Elizabethan Stage

In order to appreciate both what Shakespeare wrote and why the plays are as brilliant as they are so frequently said to be, it's useful to know something about the Elizabethan stage and how it developed. It is also important to note that Shakespeare and his contemporaries invented what we now consider the first professional, not to mention commercially successful, modern theater. Today's Broadway shows are the direct descendents of the early plays presented in Elizabethan theaters.



Elizabethan Theater in Shakespeare's Time


The plays performed by traveling actors that Shakespeare had seen in Stratford-upon-Avon were far different from what he found upon his arrival in London. The religious pageants and morality plays of the Middle Ages had evolved into full-fledged secular drama. More importantly, London provided the first established spaces especially constructed for playing. It was James Burbage, father to Richard, who opened the first public theater in Shoreditch in 1577. Two important new plays written by university men in 1564 (the year of Shakespeare's birth) were beginning to have an impact on public theater. These were Ralph Roister Doister (the first regular comedy in English) and Gorboduc (the first regular tragedy in English); blank verse and imaginative stories freed the minds of young playwrights even as an established, reliable playing space spurred on production of new plays.
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Elizabethan audiences cheered at public executions where victims were put to death by hanging. To add more gore to these “death performances,” enemies of the Crown were “drawn and quartered,” in which the body was sliced open and the entrails put on display. Traitors were beheaded, their heads held aloft by the executioner, then left to rot on pikes as a warning to others who might defy the power of the monarch. Shakespeare's plays had to please these same people. The Globe, in fact, followed the design of a bear-baiting pit.



Drama in England began with folk festivals and religious liturgy. Songs and dances and performances known as “mummings” (the source for the “Mummers Parade” in New Orleans) helped farming communities celebrate the turn of the seasons. Those same people would encounter a higher art in church, in ceremonies like that marked by the tenth-century Quem Queritas tropes. “Quem queritas” means “Whom do you seek,” the words spoken by a New Testament angel to the three women who approach the empty tomb on Easter Sunday. In a chanted exchange, different voices continue the story. Though the text was in Latin, dialogue had been born.

Eventually, entire plots drawn from the Bible and set in English were performed inside churches. These began a tradition of plays that were played out in great “cycles” of stories whose scenes would be mounted on pageant wagons brought from town to town. As the performances grew more comic and more sensational, the Church grew nervous and moved the new plays outdoors. Other plays that taught moral lessons moved to inn yards on moving scaffolds. Though the subject matter of these public plays would remain religious, a new direction had been taken. The theater had gone public both in space and in language.



Morality Plays and Mystery Cycles


Though medieval plays clearly foreshadow the future, they also reflected their own times. The players were still amateurs, members of specific trade guilds who volunteered to help with seasonal performances. Shakespeare smilingly acknowledged those actors when he drew the working-class characters of A Midsummer Night's Dream who rehearse a play within the play. Bottom is a weaver while other characters are identified by such crafts as tinker (a metal worker), carpenter, and joiner (one who built furniture).

Public morality plays used symbolic characters to get their points across. The characters became known collectively as Vices and Virtues (Hal teasingly calls Falstaff a Vice in Henry IV). Players wore costumes which identified them as specific vices and virtues like Pride or Humility, Anger or Temperence. The human protagonists were Everyman or Mankind figures.

At the beginning of the sixteenth century, private performances for noble folk were held in great dining halls lit by tall candles. A curtain ran behind the boards, forming an area hidden from public view where the actors could change costumes and make ready their entrances and exits. They used few props and little scenery and often schoolboys took part. These plays, called interludes, reflected a growing interest in nonreligious subject matter among the educated classes.

As the public theater developed throughout the reign of Queen Elizabeth I and went from a traveling entertainment to something housed in a permanent structure, distinctive stories about recognizable characters with sometimes ambiguous purposes and personalities developed.



The Players


Actors, or as they were called, players, were all men, both in the medieval and the Renaissance worlds. Women were forbidden to step on the stage, so boys played women's roles, as in Japenese Kabuki and No theater. Henry VIII's break with the Roman Catholic Church soon made mystery and morality plays illegal, though they may still have been performed in country towns by actors on the verge of becoming professional. Some had probably worked as troubadours and jugglers, dancer, singers, and storytellers. Some had been guild performers who preferred acting to their artisan's craft. Then, in 1573, the Queen passed laws that restricted entertainment and required all players to be licensed, which also meant that all players must be sponsored by a member of either the royal or legal court. The best of the traveling men were organized into companies of players sponsored by lords and other prominent men. Many, like Shakespeare, were the sons of merchants drawn to a new trade, a trade that was also an art. Yet despite the rise of professional acting, actors were generally considered to be among the lowest of the low in society, akin to the cutpurses (thieves), vagabonds, and beggars who worked the theater crowds.
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When were women finally allowed to act?


In 1642, more than twenty-five years after Shakespeare's death, the Puritans shut down the theaters for twenty years; when they reopened during the restoration of the monarchy under King Charles II, women were finally allowed to perform onstage. The first woman appeared on a public stage in 1660.



As the theater developed, Elizabethan actors became skilled in singing, dancing, swordsmanship, throwing knives and axes, juggling, and performing sleight-of-hand tricks. There were no stunt doubles or stand-ins. If a playwright needed a song, a player would sing it. If he needed a thrilling sword fight, there was no fumbling, clumsy jabbing, and poking at arm's length; the players gave the playwright and the audience the real thing — without anyone getting killed. The only other skill one needed in order to become an actor was the ability to memorize lines.
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Journeyman actors were paid about six pennies a day, £6 a year, the typical salary of a guild apprentice. They could earn more while touring and there were occasional bonuses, but only the truly famous actors, men like Richard Burbage and Edward Alleyn could become rich on acting alone. And even they earned much of their income as part owners of the companies they served.



These lines from Hamlet re-create what acting troupes were like during Shakespeare's time and what was expected of the actors:


Hamlet: Speak the speech, I pray you, as I pronounced it to you, trippingly on the tongue. But if you mouth it, as many of your players do, I had as lief the town-crier spoke my lines. Nor do not saw the air too much with your hand, thus; but use all gently: for in the very torrent, tempest, and, as I may say, whirlwind of your passion, you must acquire and beget a temperance that may give it smoothness. O, it offends me to the soul to hear a robustious periwig-pated fellow tear a passion to tatters, to very rags, to split the ears of the groundlings, who, for the most part, are capable of nothing but inexplicable dumb shows and noise…. Pray you, avoid it …. Be not too tame neither, but let your own discretion be your tutor. Suit the action to the word, the word to the action, with this special observance, that you o'erstep not the modesty of nature. For anything so overdone is from the purpose of playing, whose end, both at the first and now, was and is, to hold, as 'twere, the mirror up to nature, to show virtue her own feature, scorn her own image, and the very age and body of the time his form and pressure. Now this overdone or come tardy off, though it make the unskilful laugh, cannot but make the judicious grieve, the censure of the which one must in your allowance o'erweigh a whole theatre of others…. And let those that play your clowns speak no more than is set down for them; for there be of them that will themselves laugh, to set on some quantity of barren spectators to laugh too, though in the mean time some necessary question of the play be then to be considered. That's villainous, and shows a most pitiful ambition in the fool that uses it.




The Playwrights


The playwrights were sometimes trained at university, as was the very popular Christopher Marlowe. Others, like Shakespeare and Marlowe's roommate Thomas Kyd, had no advanced degrees. Nor did they need them to perfect their art. Books were becoming increasingly accessible. The self-educated playwright could easily obtain a copy of Holinshed's history book, Chronicles of England, Scotland, and Ireland, North's translation of the Greek writer-philosopher Plutarch's Lives of the Noble Greeks and Romans, Florio's translation of the Frenchman Montaigne, and many French and Italian romances that were making their way into England, sometimes in English but also in French and Italian made more accessible by the realities of trade and the need to speak business languages.

Shakespeare was particularly influenced by Golding's translation of the Metamorphoses, not to mention translations of the Bible. It's from Metamorphoses that Shakespeare found the seeds of Romeo and Juliet and A Midsummer Night's Dream. He transformed the Chronicles not only into history plays like Richard II but also into those dark tales of tragedy, King Lear and Macbeth.



Publishing and Plagiarism


Copyright laws did not exist in Shakespeare's time, and playwrights were free to borrow plots and dialogue from other sources. Dialogue in the three Henry VI plays, for example, was borrowed directly from the Chronicles. Some of Shakespeare's Roman plays, such as Julius Caesar and Antony and Cleopatra, reveal their debt to North's translation of Plutarch's Lives of the Noble Greeks and Romans. Playwrights thought nothing of wholesale adapting or filching of events, characterization, and even lines from previous works.

As a result, there was no real incentive for acting companies to publish the plays they commissioned until they had stopped acting the play. The versions sold to printers were called quartos and about half of Shakespeare's plays were first published this way, sometimes in pirated editions like the Bad Quarto of Hamlet. Not until his friend and rival Ben Jonson oversaw the publishing of his own folio of dramas was publishing plays treated with some care and respect.

A number of Shakespeare's contemporaries loom large and occasionally their plays are still performed. In Shakespeare's day, his chief competitors were Christopher Marlowe early in his career, Ben Jonson throughout, and John Webster toward the end. Now considered to be Shakespeare's greatest dramatic rival, Marlowe died in a pub at the age of twenty-nine. Probably the victim of an assassination disguised as a brawl, Marlowe had worked as a spy for the queen. He left behind several famous plays: Doctor Faustus (the text of which is corrupted and has to be reassembled by whoever produces it), Edward II, The Jew of Malta, and Tamburlaine I and II. Shakespeare laments the death of Marlowe in his comedy As You Like It.


Shakespeare's work was popular in his lifetime but not well regarded in the eighteenth century. But from the nineteenth century on, his plays have been an important part of most classical education. His work continues to challenge modern-day actors and directors who strive to find relevance and meaning in the past for contemporary audiences. Shakespeare's knowledge of people combined with his poetic skill made him a great playwright. In building his plays he seldom wrote a speech that did not advance the action, develop a character, or help the imagination of the spectator.
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Why do many of Shakespeare's plots seem far-fetched?


The Elizabethans did not go to the theater to see real life. They wanted to be carried away to other times and places or to a land of fancy. The imaginative reader today loves him for the same reason.




Little Fame, Little Glory


Just as it is today, the actors, not the authors, were the stars that drew the audiences. Usually, playwrights would propose their ideas to the shareholders of a theater. The shareholders, or those like Philip Henslowe who owned theaters outright, might also commission plays on given subjects. The queen could also request certain kinds of plays. It was not uncommon for several writers to write about the same idea and it was not uncommon for two or more authors to work together on the same play. Records show that anywhere from £4 to £8 was paid for a typical Elizabethan play.

Once sold, a play became the property of the company. Authors of successful plays — ones that ran more than the average ten performances per season — might get bonuses. A theater like the Globe provided a good annual profit of several hundred pounds — a comfortable amount for Elizabethans even divided among the shareholders. In order to explain how much wealth an actor or playwright or theatergoer had, many have looked to inflation within the Eliabethan period and the centuries that followed. Our own economy moves so quickly, however, that it is almost impossible to reach a settled exchange rate. Equivalencies are also hard to determine given shifts in economic theory. On the one hand, the average working man made six pennies a day. Entrance to the theater cost one pence, one-sixth a day's wage, One penny also bought six eggs, while six pennies bought a pipe of tobacco. What seems of special interest is that the ordinary man would often have to choose wisely between necessities and luxuries. Nevertheless, more than 30 percent of Lonodoners went to the theater once a week.



The Master of Revels


Anyone involved in the production of plays in Elizabethan England, from the playwright to the theater owners, knew that the Master of Revels was the man to impress — and fear. It was he who auditioned acting troupes, selected the plays they would perform for the court, and controlled the scenery and costumes to be used in each production. During the reign of James I, the Master of Revels reached the apex of his power and had complete authority over both the production and the publication of plays.

The Master of Revels, deputy to the Lord Chamberlain, headed the Revels Office, the department of the royal household responsible for the coordination of theatrical entertainment at court. Performing at court was the goal of every Elizabethan theater company. When the Master of Revels organized an upcoming season of performances he would summon the acting troupes so that they could audition before him and his three subordinate officers. The Master would then choose which companies would perform and which plays they would be allowed to produce. If the Master saw fit, he deleted lines or passages and even requested that entire scenes be inserted into the original material.
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The Master of Revels's power also included issuing licenses to plays destined for public theaters. This power led to a gradual corruption of the office since fees were involved and bribes were inevitably offered. Most importantly, the Master came to function as a public censor, requiring any unsuitable or politically offensive lines to be removed from a play before he would issue a license through the Stationers' Register. Following the English Civil War in 1642, the Puritan government closed all the theaters and the Office of the Revels became useless. It was formally terminated in 1737.



Once the Master of Revels selected the plays to be produced before the royal court, he arranged for all the required costumes and scenery to be created by his own seamstresses and workmen. Much time and money was spent on the elaborate wardrobes, and only the finest fabrics were used.



To Play or Not to Play


As professional theater developed, actors began to be able to support themselves through their craft A large part of this independence was due to the growth of theaters in London, a thriving city nestled against the banks of the River Thames since the days of the Romans. As the sixteenth century drew to a close, ships sailed up the Thames from foreign ports and departed on the turn of the tide as London sent its sons and daughters as far afield as newly colonized Virginia in the New World, while welcoming travelers from all over the known world.


The Effects of War on Shakespeare's Writing


Newly Anglican (i.e., Protestant) London was the capital of a nation at war, engaged in a drawn-out fight with the Catholic Spanish Empire that controlled a great deal of Europe, either directly or by alliance. The Lowlands of the Netherlands (Holland and Flanders) were the battlefields of constant engagements between the armies of Spain and small companies of French and English men who joined with Dutch forces to hold them back.

At sea, meanwhile, Sir Francis Drake and Sir Walter Raleigh were harrying Spanish ships bringing back gold and exotic trade goods from the New World. Although really pirates or privateers, they received a royal blessing from Queen Elizabeth, who turned a blind eye as long as money filled the royal coffers. It all came to a head in 1588, when, with the help of a storm, the English smashed a vastly superior Spanish Armada. The war dragged on, though, and the English lost Calais to the Spanish in 1596. For days, it was said, you could hear the sounds of the cannons as far as London.

Shakespeare wrote a lot about a nation at war or existing in an uneasy peace, during which religious strife and bigotry could result in a treason trial and one's head being stuck on a pike at Traitor's Gate. As the medieval guilds began to flounder, unemployment grew, and beggars and homeless people filled the streets and prisons of towns and cities. A kind of “baby boom” also took place as the country recovered from the ravages of the Black Death over the previous 100 years.

But the riches of the Renaissance began to pour forth, and the notion of being an Englishman was steadily taking hold. This growing pride in nationhood and military might, particularly after the defeat of the Armada, is a key to understanding a lot of Shakespeare's work.


The Queen's Protection


Presiding over the growth of art and drama and maritime adventure was the aging queen. Elizabeth was childless and unmarried; her advancing age and the likelihood that the throne would soon stand empty threatened the peace and security of the nation with potential civil wars or the imposition of foreign potentates. Shakespeare touched all of these anxieties in his plays but did so with sufficient subtlety to avoid royal anger.

Most plays were staged during the daytime and literally could not hide from those come to assess the loyalty of players, playwrights, and audience alike. London's city alderman and constables feared that the theaters would become meeting places for mobs and disaffected groups, as well as dangerous centers of infection in times of plague. Events seemed to justify such concerns: The Earl of Essex and his men attended a performance of Richard II as a source of inspiration for their attempted coup against Queen Elizabeth. Unlike Essex, Shakespeare and company suffered no serious harm, though they were forced to remove from production the scene in which Richard hands over his crown to those who came to seize it.

Meanwhile, disease was constantly forcing the theaters to close and the acting troupes to take to the road. The actors were allowed to follow their vocation under sufferance simply because the rich, particularly the queen, demanded their entertainment.


Attacking Moral Purity


The Protestant clergy considered the theater an attack on the moral purity of the populace, particularly the young. In 1583 in his The Anatomie of Abuses, religious leader Philip Stubbes declared that far from teaching men and women how to be better people, plays offered instruction in how to lie, cheat, steal, and deceive.
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Philip Stubbs said: “If you will learn to jest, laugh and leer, to grin, to nod, and mow [fornicate]; if you will learn to play the vice, to swear, tear, and blaspheme both Heaven and Earth; if you will learn to become a bawd, unclean, and to devirginate maids, to deflower honesty wives; if you will learn to murder, flay, kill, pick, steal, rob, and row.”
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