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About this eBook



This eBook contains special symbols that are important for reading and understanding the text. In order to view them correctly, please activate your device’s “Publisher Font” or “Original” font setting; use of optional fonts on your device may result in missing, or incorrect, special symbols.


Also, please keep in mind that Shakespeare wrote his plays and poems over four hundred years ago, during a time when the English language was in many ways different than it is today. Because the built-in dictionary on many devices is designed for modern English, be advised that the definitions it provides may not apply to the words as Shakespeare uses them. Whenever available, always check the glosses linked to the text for a proper definition before consulting the built-in dictionary.
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From the Director of the Folger Shakespeare Library



    It is hard to imagine a world without Shakespeare. Since their composition more than four hundred years ago, Shakespeare’s plays and poems have traveled the globe, inviting those who see and read his works to make them their own.


    Readers of the New Folger Editions are part of this ongoing process of “taking up Shakespeare,” finding our own thoughts and feelings in language that strikes us as old or unusual and, for that very reason, new. We still struggle to keep up with a writer who could think a mile a minute, whose words paint pictures that shift like clouds. These expertly edited texts are presented as a resource for study, artistic exploration, and enjoyment. As a new generation of readers engages Shakespeare in eBook form, they will encounter the classic texts of the New Folger Editions, with trusted notes and up-to-date critical essays available at their fingertips. Now readers can enjoy expertly edited, modern editions of Shakespeare anywhere they bring their e-reading devices, allowing readers not simply to keep up, but to engage deeply with a writer whose works invite us to think, and think again.


    The New Folger Editions of Shakespeare’s plays, which are the basis for the texts realized here in digital form,  are special because of their origin. The Folger Shakespeare Library in Washington, D.C., is the single greatest documentary source of Shakespeare’s works. An unparalleled collection of early modern books, manuscripts, and artwork connected to Shakespeare, the Folger’s holdings have been consulted extensively in the preparation of these texts. The Editions also reflect the expertise gained through the regular performance of Shakespeare’s works in the Folger’s Elizabethan Theater.


    I want to express my deep thanks to editors Barbara Mowat and Paul Werstine for creating these indispensable editions of Shakespeare’s works, which incorporate the best of textual scholarship with a richness of commentary that is both inspired and engaging. Readers who want to know more about Shakespeare and his plays can follow the paths these distinguished scholars have tread by visiting the Folger either in person or online, where a range of physical and digital resources exist to supplement the material in these texts. I commend to you these words, and hope that they inspire.


    Michael Witmore


    Director, Folger Shakespeare Library




Editors’ Preface


In recent years, ways of dealing with Shakespeare’s texts and with the interpretation of his plays have been undergoing significant change. This edition, while retaining many of the features that have always made the Folger Shakespeare so attractive to the general reader, at the same time reflects these current ways of thinking about Shakespeare. For example, modern readers, actors, and teachers have become interested in the differences between, on the one hand, the early forms in which Shakespeare’s plays were first published and, on the other hand, the forms in which editors through the centuries have presented them. In response to this interest, we have based our edition on what we consider the best early printed version of a particular play (explaining our rationale in a section called “An Introduction to This Text”) and have marked our changes in the text—unobtrusively, we hope, but in such a way that the curious reader can be aware that a change has been made and can consult the “Textual Notes” to discover what appeared in the early printed version.


Current ways of looking at the plays are reflected in our brief prefaces, in many of the commentary notes, in the annotated lists of “Further Reading,” and especially in each play’s “Modern Perspective,” an essay written by an outstanding scholar who brings to the reader his or her fresh assessment of the play in the light of today’s interests and concerns.


    As in the Folger Library General Reader’s Shakespeare, which this edition replaces, we include explanatory notes designed to help make Shakespeare’s language clearer to a modern reader, and we hyperlink notes to the lines that they explain. We also follow the earlier edition in including illustrations—of objects, of clothing, of mythological figures—from books and manuscripts in the Folger Shakespeare Library collection. We provide fresh accounts of the life of Shakespeare, of the publishing of his plays, and of the theaters in which his plays were performed, as well as an introduction to the text itself. We also include a section called “Reading Shakespeare’s Language,” in which we try to help readers learn to “break the code” of Elizabethan poetic language.


For each section of each volume, we are indebted to a host of generous experts and fellow scholars. The “Reading Shakespeare’s Language” sections, for example, could not have been written had not Arthur King, of Brigham Young University, and Randal Robinson, author of Unlocking Shakespeare’s Language, led the way in untangling Shakespearean language puzzles and generously shared their insights and methodologies with us. “Shakespeare’s Life” profited by the careful reading given it by S. Schoenbaum, “Shakespeare’s Theater” was read and strengthened by Andrew Gurr and John Astington, and “The Publication of Shakespeare’s Plays” is indebted to the comments of Peter W. M. Blayney. We, as editors, take sole responsibility for any errors in our editions.


We are grateful to the authors of the “Modern Perspectives”; to Leeds Barroll and David Bevington for their generous encouragement; to the Huntington and Newberry Libraries for fellowship support; to King’s College for the grants it has provided to Paul Werstine; to the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada, which provided him with a Research Time Stipend for 1990–91; to R. J. Shroyer of the University of Western Ontario for essential computer support; and to the Folger Institute’s Center for Shakespeare Studies for its fortuitous sponsorship of a workshop on “Shakespeare’s Texts for Students and Teachers” (funded by the National Endowment for the Humanities and led by Richard Knowles of the University of Wisconsin), a workshop from which we learned an enormous amount about what is wanted by college and high-school teachers of Shakespeare today.


    Our biggest debt is to the Folger Shakespeare Library: to Michael Witmore, Director of the Folger Shakespeare Library, who brings to our work a gratifying enthusiasm and vision; to Gail Kern Paster, Director of the Library from 2002 until July 2011, whose interest and support have been unfailing and whose scholarly expertise continues to be an invaluable resource; and to Werner Gundersheimer, the Library’s Director from 1984 to 2002, who made possible our edition; to Deborah Curren-Aquino, who provides extensive editorial and production support; to Jean Miller, the Library’s Art Curator, who combs the Library holdings for illustrations, and to Julie Ainsworth, Head of the Photography Department, who carefully photographs them; to Peggy O’Brien, former Director of Education at the Folger and now Director of Education Programs at the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, and her assistant at the Folger, Molly Haws, who gave us expert advice about the needs being expressed by Shakespeare teachers and students (and to Martha Christian and other “master teachers” who used our texts in manuscript in their classrooms); to Jessica Hymowitz, who provides expert computer support; to the staff of the Academic Programs Division, especially Amy Adler, Mary Tonkinson, Lena Cowen Orlin, Linda Johnson, Kathleen Lynch, and Carol Brobeck; and, finally, to the staff of the Library Reading Room, whose patience and support are invaluable.


Barbara A. Mowat and Paul Werstine
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    A map of the Mediterranean, with Ephesus, Syracuse, and Corinth. From Cornelis de Bruyn, A voyage to the Levant . . . (1702).








Shakespeare’s The Comedy of Errors



Shakespeare’s lively Comedy of Errors, widely agreed to be the slapstick farce of his youth, begins in a most unexpected way—as a nightmare. It introduces its audience to the old merchant Egeon, who lost his wife and one of his sons many years before, and who has been painfully searching for his other son for five years. As the play opens, the old man has just entered the city of Ephesus to continue the search, only to find himself immediately arrested and sentenced to death—not because he has committed a crime, but just because he is a Syracusan in Ephesus, a city whose relations with Syracuse have soured during the old man’s five-year quest. Egeon has for so long been distressed by the dispersal and loss of his family that he almost welcomes his own death, which he expects to come at the end of the day.


The gloom of Egeon’s suffering lifts after the first scene as the play catches us up in a swirl of events and becomes the farce of “errors,” or mistaken identifications, that its title promises us. The notion of farce carries with it a helpful cooking analogy in the verb “to farce,” which means to stuff a bird for roasting. Before we get very far into The Comedy of Errors, we find it as full of laughable complications as any bird was ever full of stuffing.


Shakespeare started off with a classical source, Plautus’s Menaechmi, a play about a pair of identical twins who, unknown to each other, find themselves in the same city after a lifetime apart, to their own confusion and to the confusion of all who know one but not the other. In the tradition of farce, Shakespeare then set out to multiply the opportunities for comic misidentification by stuffing into his play not one pair of twins but two, giving the twin Antipholuses twin servants, the Dromios. Borrowing from another play by Plautus, Amphitruo, Shakespeare has the wife of one Antipholus entertain the other Antipholus while her husband is locked out of his own house. He also gives one of the servants a memorably obese and lustful fiancée, whose attentions terrify the servant’s mystified twin brother. As each Antipholus meets the other’s Dromio and then his own Dromio, over and then over again, the play becomes so crammed with misunderstandings, with growing resentments, and with anxieties that we are hard-pressed to keep in mind that this “comedy of errors” carries within it rather simple solutions to its tangled questions. When the confusions lead to arrests for unpaid debts and to exorcisms for demonic possession, we begin to doubt that the play can be wound up in comic resolution, especially a resolution that includes the threatened old Egeon, who returns at the end for his appointment with the executioner, long after most of us have forgotten all about him.


Perhaps the most spirited character in this farce is Adriana, the wife of one of the Antipholuses. The play endows her with language rich in imagery and passionate in tone, language that explores her resentment at being under the domination of a husband who seems not to respect her, combined with devotion to the welfare and success of that very husband. In the conflicted speeches of Adriana, in some of Antipholus of Syracuse’s reflections, and in other places worth looking for, Shakespeare suggests complexities beyond the mere complications of farce.


    After you have read the play, we invite you to read “The Comedy of Errors: A Modern Perspective,” written by Professor Arthur F. Kinney of the University of Massachusetts, contained within this eBook.





Reading Shakespeare’s Language: The Comedy of Errors



For many people today, reading Shakespeare’s language can be a problem—but it is a problem that can be solved. Those who have studied Latin (or even French or German or Spanish) and those who are used to reading poetry will have little difficulty understanding the language of Shakespeare’s poetic drama. Others, though, need to develop the skills of untangling unusual sentence structures and of recognizing and understanding poetic compressions, omissions, and wordplay. And even those skilled in reading unusual sentence structures may have occasional trouble with Shakespeare’s words. More than four hundred years of “static” intervene between his speaking and our hearing. Most of his immense vocabulary is still in use, but a few of his words are not, and, worse, some of his words now have meanings quite different from those they had in the sixteenth century. In the theater, most of these difficulties are solved for us by actors who study the language and articulate it for us so that the essential meaning is heard—or, when combined with stage action, is at least felt. When reading on one’s own, one must do what each actor does: go over the lines (often with a dictionary close at hand) until the puzzles are solved and the lines yield up their poetry and the characters speak in words and phrases that are, suddenly, rewarding and wonderfully memorable.


Shakespeare’s Words


    As you begin to read the opening scenes of a play by Shakespeare, you may notice occasional unfamiliar words. Some are unfamiliar simply because we no longer use them. In the opening scenes of The Comedy of Errors, for example, you will find the words embracements (i.e., embraces), plainings (i.e., crying), hap (i.e., good fortune), and defeatures (i.e., marred features). Words of this kind are explained in notes to the text and will become familiar the more of Shakespeare’s plays you read.


In The Comedy of Errors, as in all of Shakespeare’s writing, more problematic are the words that we still use but that we use with a different meaning. In the opening scenes of The Comedy of Errors, for example, the word wanting has the meaning of “lacking,” default is used where we would say “offense,” heavier is used where we would say “more sorrowful,” happy where we would say “fortunate,” and doubtful where we would say “dreadful.” Such words will be explained in the notes to the text, and they, too, will become familiar as you continue to read Shakespeare’s language.


Some words are strange not because of the “static” introduced by changes in language over the past centuries but because these are words that Shakespeare is using to build a dramatic world that has its own space, time, and history. In the opening scene of The Comedy of Errors, for example, Shakespeare creates a world of violence and harsh judicial punishment with such words as fall (i.e., death, destruction), doom (i.e., judgment, sentence), outrage (i.e., violence), mortal and intestine jars (i.e., deadly conflicts); and then, in Egeon’s story, a world of sea trade and shipwrecks, with words like deep (i.e., ocean), small spare mast (i.e., a piece of timber for a jury-rigged mast), with such nautical terminology as making amain (i.e., coming at full speed) and borne upon (i.e., thrust upon by the wind), and with references to factors (i.e., agents) and goods at random left (i.e., goods left untended). The language of the play’s second scene creates the city of Ephesus as a center of commerce and trade with such words as the mart (i.e., the open marketplace), o’erraught (i.e., cheated), cozenage (i.e., deception, fraud) and as a city famous for witchcraft and sorcery/trickery with references to sorcerers, witches, jugglers, and prating mountebanks.


Shakespeare’s Sentences


In an English sentence, meaning is quite dependent on the place given each word. “The dog bit the boy” and “The boy bit the dog” mean very different things although the individual words are the same. Because English places such importance on the positions of words in sentences, on the way words are arranged, unusual arrangements can puzzle a reader. Shakespeare frequently shifts his sentences away from “normal” English arrangements—often to create the rhythm he seeks, sometimes to use a line’s poetic rhythm to emphasize a particular word, sometimes to give a character his or her own speech patterns or to allow the character to speak in a special way. When we attend a good performance of the play, the actors will have worked out the sentence structures and will articulate the sentences so that the meaning is clear. In reading for yourself, do as the actor does. That is, when you become puzzled by a character’s speech, check to see if words are being presented in an unusual sequence.


Look first for the placement of subject and verb. Shakespeare often rearranges verbs and subjects (e.g., instead of “He goes” we find “Goes he,” or instead of “I would go” we find “Would I go”). In The Comedy of Errors, when Egeon says “There had she not been long,” he is using such a construction. Shakespeare also frequently places the object or the predicate adjective before the subject and verb (e.g., instead of “I hit him” we might find “Him I hit,” or instead of “It is black” we might find “Black it is”). Egeon’s “Those, for their parents were exceeding poor, / I bought” is an example of such an inversion, as is his “A league from Epidamium had we sailed.”


Inversions are not the only unusual sentence structures in Shakespeare’s language. Often in his sentences words that would normally appear together are separated from each other. (Again, this is often done to create a particular rhythm or to stress a particular word.) Take, for example, Egeon’s “the incessant weepings of my wife, / Weeping before for what she saw must come, / And piteous plainings of the pretty babes, / That mourned for fashion, ignorant what to fear, / Forced me to seek delays for them and me.” Here, the compound subject (“weepings of my wife” and “plainings of the pretty babes”) is separated from the predicate (“Forced me to seek delays”) first by a line of description about the wife (“Weeping before for what she saw must come”) and then by a line about the crying babies (“That mourned for fashion, ignorant what to fear”). Or take the Duke’s lines: “Hapless Egeon, whom the fates have marked / To bear the extremity of dire mishap, / Now, trust me, were it not against our laws, / Against my crown, my oath, my dignity, / Which princes, would they, may not disannul, / My soul should sue as advocate for thee.” Here, the “normal” construction “Hapless Egeon, were it not against our laws, my soul should sue as advocate for thee” is interrupted by the insertion of several parenthetical phrases and clauses. In order to create for yourself sentences that seem more like the English of everyday speech, you may wish to rearrange the words, putting together the word clusters (e.g., “the incessant weepings of my wife and piteous plainings of the pretty babes forced me to seek delays”). You will usually find that the sentence will gain in clarity but will lose its rhythm or shift its emphasis.


Locating and rearranging words that “belong together” is especially necessary in passages that separate basic sentence elements by long delaying or expanding interruptions. When the Duke tells Egeon the reason why mercy is being withheld (“The enmity which sprung from the rancorous outrage of your duke excludes all pity from our threatening looks”), he uses such an interrupted construction:


The enmity and discord which of late


Sprung from the rancorous outrage of your duke


To merchants, our well-dealing countrymen,


Who, wanting guilders to redeem their lives,


Have sealed his rigorous statutes with their bloods,


Excludes all pity from our threat’ning looks.


Embedded within the larger interrupted construction of these lines is a smaller example of such a construction, as the phrase “merchants who have sealed his statutes with their bloods” is itself expanded by two descriptive interrupting phrases.


In many of Shakespeare’s plays, sentences are sometimes complicated not because of unusual structures or interruptions but because Shakespeare omits words and parts of words that English sentences normally require. (In conversation, we, too, often omit words. We say “Heard from him yet?” and our hearer supplies the missing “Have you.”) Frequent reading of Shakespeare—and of other poets—trains us to supply such missing words. In his later plays, Shakespeare uses omissions both of verbs and of nouns to great dramatic effect. In The Comedy of Errors omissions are rare and seem to be used primarily for the sake of speech rhythm. For example, in Egeon’s “Yet this my comfort: when your words are done,” the omission of the word “is” after “this” allows a regular iambic pentameter line to be created.


Shakespearean Wordplay


Shakespeare plays with language so often and so variously that entire books are written on the topic. Here we will mention only three kinds of wordplay, puns, metaphors, and similes. A pun is a play on words that sound the same but that have different meanings (or on a single word that has more than one meaning). Much of the farcical comedy of The Comedy of Errors depends on puns and related kinds of wordplay. The twin Dromios serve their masters in roles close to that of the professional Fool—that is, they attempt to entertain, amuse, and distract through wordplay. When, for example, Antipholus of Syracuse meets Dromio of Ephesus in 1.2, Dromio delivers his message to Antipholus in words that involve a series of puns:


I from my mistress come to you in post;


If I return, I shall be post indeed,


For she will scour your fault upon my pate.


Here, “in post” means “in haste” (like a messenger traveling by post-horse); Dromio picks up the word post in the next line, giving it the meaning of “the tavern post on which charges for drinks were cut or scored” and then builds on that pun in the following line with a triple pun on the word scour, which means “to beat,” but which is pronounced like “score” and which, in the phrase “scour your fault,” means “purge away (your sin).”


    To give only one other example from hundreds available in this play: In 2.2, Antipholus of Syracuse confronts Dromio of Syracuse and orders him to behave properly, “or I will beat this method in your sconce.” Dromio replies: “ ‘Sconce’ call you it? So you would leave battering, I had rather have it a ‘head.’ An you use these blows long, I must get a sconce for my head and ensconce it too. . . . ” Dromio takes the word sconce, which Antipholus has used as a slang term for “head,” plays on its meanings as a “fortification” being subjected to battering and as a “protective screen,” and then adds the word ensconce, which means “to shelter behind a fortification.” Such wide-ranging puns are so characteristic of the language of this play—particularly the conversations that involve either Dromio—that the play’s dialogue needs to be listened to carefully if one is to catch all its meanings.


Metaphors and similes are plays on words in which one object or idea is expressed as if it were something else, something with which it shares common features. When Antipholus of Syracuse is left alone onstage in 1.2, he shares with the audience his feelings of being lost, confused, and unhappy by comparing himself to a drop of water in the sea looking for another drop, expanding on the proverb “as lost as a drop of water in the sea”:


I to the world am like a drop of water


That in the ocean seeks another drop,


Who, falling there to find his fellow forth,


Unseen, inquisitive, confounds himself.


So I, to find a mother and a brother,


In quest of them, unhappy, lose myself.


The wordplay here is technically a simile, in that Antipholus explicitly says that he is like a drop of water, but the comparison becomes metaphoric (i.e., the speaker in effect becomes the drop of water) with the word confounds, which means “destroys,” but which carries the meaning of its Latin root, confundere, “to pour together.” Antipholus’s complex emotions are here conveyed quite economically through metaphoric language.


Adriana uses much the same metaphor/simile in 2.2 when she describes to her supposed husband what marriage means to her:


Ah, do not tear away thyself from me!


For know, my love, as easy mayst thou fall


A drop of water in the breaking gulf,


And take unmingled thence that drop again


Without addition or diminishing,


As take from me thyself and not me too.


Here, the ocean (“the breaking gulf”) is the marriage, Antipholus is the drop of water falling into the ocean; she argues that once the drop has fallen, it cannot be removed “unmingled.” This is only the first of several metaphors/similes used by Adriana to show, for example, that their bodies are one, or that he is the elm tree and she the ivy twined inseparably around the tree. (The fact that she is speaking to the wrong brother makes the situation wonderfully comic, but does not detract from the interest of her language.)


Implied Stage Action


Finally, in reading Shakespeare’s plays we should always remember that what we are reading is a performance script. The dialogue is written to be spoken by actors who, at the same time, are moving, gesturing, picking up objects, weeping, shaking their fists. Some stage action is described in what are called “stage directions”; some is suggested within the dialogue itself. We must learn to be alert to such signals as we stage the play in our imaginations. When, in The Comedy of Errors 1.2.8, the merchant says to Antipholus “There is your money that I had to keep” and Antipholus in turn says to Dromio “Go bear it to the Centaur,” it is clear that the merchant gives a purse to Antipholus who then gives it to Dromio. In 2.2.184, when Adriana says to Antipholus “Come, I will fasten on this sleeve of thine,” it is equally clear that she takes him by the arm. At several places in The Comedy of Errors, signals to the reader are not quite so clear. When, for example, Adriana says to Antipholus at 2.2.135 (in a line quoted above) “Ah, do not tear away thyself from me,” it is not at all clear when or how she has attached herself to him; nor is it clear, in 3.1, just when the outraged husband and his servant should begin beating on the door. Dromio urges his master to “knock the door hard” at 3.1.89, but dialogue a few lines earlier (“Well struck! There was blow for blow”) may refer to verbal blows or to physical blows on the door. As editors, we have added stage directions when we feel reasonably sure our suggestions are valid, but readers, directors, and actors will need to use their own imaginations and their own understandings of the scene for their individual stagings.


    Especially interesting challenges are offered by 3.1 and by the final scene of the play. In 3.1, it is unclear where—or whether—the characters “inside the house” should appear when they speak, so that the staging of this scene is one of the most problematic in Shakespeare. In the play’s final scene, the interest is primarily in character placement when the two sets of twins are finally onstage together. The miracle of the untangling of the day’s confusions is signaled in the Folio text with the stage direction “All gather to see them” as the second set of twins enters. Most affected by the entrance are Adriana (“I see two husbands, or mine eyes deceive me”) and Egeon (denied by one son, but now hearing the words “Egeon art thou not . . . ?” and “O, my old master.—Who hath bound him here?”) These recognitions are then superseded by the Abbess’s “Whoever bound him, I will loose his bonds / And gain a husband by his liberty.” Proper placement of characters onstage and proper attention to entrances will have a significant effect on the power of the denouement, whether onstage or in our imaginations.


It is immensely rewarding to work carefully with Shakespeare’s language so that the words, the sentences, the wordplay, and the implied stage action all become clear—as readers for the past four centuries have discovered. It may be more pleasurable to attend a good performance of a play—though not everyone has thought so. But the joy of being able to stage one of Shakespeare’s plays in one’s imagination, to return to passages that continue to yield further meanings (or further questions) the more one reads them—these are pleasures that, for many, rival (or at least augment) those of the performed text, and certainly make it worth considerable effort to “break the code” of Elizabethan poetic drama and let free the remarkable language that makes up a Shakespeare text.





Shakespeare’s Life



Surviving documents that give us glimpses into the life of William Shakespeare show us a playwright, poet, and actor who grew up in the market town of Stratford-upon-Avon, spent his professional life in London, and returned to Stratford a wealthy landowner. He was born in April 1564, died in April 1616, and is buried inside the chancel of Holy Trinity Church in Stratford.


We wish we could know more about the life of the world’s greatest dramatist. His plays and poems are testaments to his wide reading—especially to his knowledge of Virgil, Ovid, Plutarch, Holinshed’s Chronicles, and the Bible—and to his mastery of the English language, but we can only speculate about his education. We know that the King’s New School in Stratford-upon-Avon was considered excellent. The school was one of the English “grammar schools” established to educate young men, primarily in Latin grammar and literature. As in other schools of the time, students began their studies at the age of four or five in the attached “petty school,” and there learned to read and write in English, studying primarily the catechism from the Book of Common Prayer. After two years in the petty school, students entered the lower form (grade) of the grammar school, where they began the serious study of Latin grammar and Latin texts that would occupy most of the remainder of their school days. (Several Latin texts that Shakespeare used repeatedly in writing his plays and poems were texts that schoolboys memorized and recited.) Latin comedies were introduced early in the lower form; in the upper form, which the boys entered at age ten or eleven, students wrote their own Latin orations and declamations, studied Latin historians and rhetoricians, and began the study of Greek using the Greek New Testament.
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Title page of a 1573 Latin and Greek catechism for children.


From Alexander Nowell, Catechismus paruus pueris primum Latine . . . (1573).





Since the records of the Stratford “grammar school” do not survive, we cannot prove that William Shakespeare attended the school; however, every indication (his father’s position as an alderman and bailiff of Stratford, the playwright’s own knowledge of the Latin classics, scenes in the plays that recall grammar-school experiences—for example, The Merry Wives of Windsor, 4.1) suggests that he did. We also lack generally accepted documentation about Shakespeare’s life after his schooling ended and his professional life in London began. His marriage in 1582 (at age eighteen) to Anne Hathaway and the subsequent births of his daughter Susanna (1583) and the twins Judith and Hamnet (1585) are recorded, but how he supported himself and where he lived are not known. Nor do we know when and why he left Stratford for the London theatrical world, nor how he rose to be the important figure in that world that he had become by the early 1590s.


We do know that by 1592 he had achieved some prominence in London as both an actor and a playwright. In that year was published a book by the playwright Robert Greene attacking an actor who had the audacity to write blank-verse drama and who was “in his own conceit [i.e., opinion] the only Shake-scene in a country.” Since Greene’s attack includes a parody of a line from one of Shakespeare’s early plays, there is little doubt that it is Shakespeare to whom he refers, a “Shake-scene” who had aroused Greene’s fury by successfully competing with university-educated dramatists like Greene himself. It was in 1593 that Shakespeare became a published poet. In that year he published his long narrative poem Venus and Adonis; in 1594, he followed it with The Rape of Lucrece. Both poems were dedicated to the young earl of Southampton (Henry Wriothesley), who may have become Shakespeare’s patron.


It seems no coincidence that Shakespeare wrote these narrative poems at a time when the theaters were closed because of the plague, a contagious epidemic disease that devastated the population of London. When the theaters reopened in 1594, Shakespeare apparently resumed his double career of actor and playwright and began his long (and seemingly profitable) service as an acting-company shareholder. Records for December of 1594 show him to be a leading member of the Lord Chamberlain’s Men. It was this company of actors, later named the King’s Men, for whom he would be a principal actor, dramatist, and shareholder for the rest of his career.


So far as we can tell, that career spanned about twenty years. In the 1590s, he wrote his plays on English history as well as several comedies and at least two tragedies (Titus Andronicus and Romeo and Juliet). These histories, comedies, and tragedies are the plays credited to him in 1598 in a work, Palladis Tamia, that in one chapter compares English writers with “Greek, Latin, and Italian Poets.” There the author, Francis Meres, claims that Shakespeare is comparable to the Latin dramatists Seneca for tragedy and Plautus for comedy, and calls him “the most excellent in both kinds for the stage.” He also names him “Mellifluous and honey-tongued Shakespeare”: “I say,” writes Meres, “that the Muses would speak with Shakespeare’s fine filed phrase, if they would speak English.” Since Meres also mentions Shakespeare’s “sugared sonnets among his private friends,” it is assumed that many of Shakespeare’s sonnets (not published until 1609) were also written in the 1590s.


In 1599, Shakespeare’s company built a theater for themselves across the river from London, naming it the Globe. The plays that are considered by many to be Shakespeare’s major tragedies (Hamlet, Othello, King Lear, and Macbeth) were written while the company was resident in this theater, as were such comedies as Twelfth Night and Measure for Measure. Many of Shakespeare’s plays were performed at court (both for Queen Elizabeth I and, after her death in 1603, for King James I), some were presented at the Inns of Court (the residences of London’s legal societies), and some were doubtless performed in other towns, at the universities, and at great houses when the King’s Men went on tour; otherwise, his plays from 1599 to 1608 were, so far as we know, performed only at the Globe. Between 1608 and 1612, Shakespeare wrote several plays—among them The Winter’s Tale and The Tempest—presumably for the company’s new indoor Blackfriars theater, though the plays were performed also at the Globe and at court. Surviving documents describe a performance of The Winter’s Tale in 1611 at the Globe, for example, and performances of The Tempest in 1611 and 1613 at the royal palace of Whitehall.


Shakespeare seems to have written very little after 1612, the year in which he probably wrote King Henry VIII. (It was at a performance of Henry VIII in 1613 that the Globe caught fire and burned to the ground.) Sometime between 1610 and 1613, according to many biographers, he returned to live in Stratford-upon-Avon, where he owned a large house and considerable property, and where his wife and his two daughters lived. (His son Hamnet had died in 1596.) However, other biographers suggest that Shakespeare did not leave London for good until much closer to the time of his death. During his professional years in London, Shakespeare had presumably derived income from the acting company’s profits as well as from his own career as an actor, from the sale of his play manuscripts to the acting company, and, after 1599, from his shares as an owner of the Globe. It was presumably that income, carefully invested in land and other property, that made him the wealthy man that surviving documents show him to have become. It is also assumed that William Shakespeare’s growing wealth and reputation played some part in inclining the Crown, in 1596, to grant John Shakespeare, William’s father, the coat of arms that he had so long sought. William Shakespeare died in Stratford on April 23, 1616 (according to the epitaph carved under his bust in Holy Trinity Church) and was buried on April 25. Seven years after his death, his collected plays were published as Mr. William Shakespeares Comedies, Histories, & Tragedies (the work now known as the First Folio).
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Ptolemaic universe.


From Marcus Manilius, The sphere of . . . (1675).





The years in which Shakespeare wrote were among the most exciting in English history. Intellectually, the discovery, translation, and printing of Greek and Roman classics were making available a set of works and worldviews that interacted complexly with Christian texts and beliefs. The result was a questioning, a vital intellectual ferment, that provided energy for the period’s amazing dramatic and literary output and that fed directly into Shakespeare’s plays. The Ghost in Hamlet, for example, is wonderfully complicated in part because he is a figure from Roman tragedy—the spirit of the dead returning to seek revenge—who at the same time inhabits a Christian hell (or purgatory); Hamlet’s description of humankind reflects at one moment the Neoplatonic wonderment at mankind (“What a piece of work is a man!”) and, at the next, the Christian attitude toward sinful humanity (“And yet, to me, what is this quintessence of dust?”).


As intellectual horizons expanded, so also did geographical and cosmological horizons. New worlds—both North and South America—were explored, and in them were found human beings who lived and worshiped in ways radically different from those of Renaissance Europeans and Englishmen. The universe during these years also seemed to shift and expand. Copernicus had earlier theorized that the earth was not the center of the cosmos but revolved as a planet around the sun. Galileo’s telescope, created in 1609, allowed scientists to see that Copernicus had been correct: the universe was not organized with the earth at the center, nor was it so nicely circumscribed as people had, until that time, thought. In terms of expanding horizons, the impact of these discoveries on people’s beliefs—religious, scientific, and philosophical—cannot be overstated.


London, too, rapidly expanded and changed during the years (from the early 1590s to around 1610) that Shakespeare lived there. London—the center of England’s government, its economy, its royal court, its overseas trade—was, during these years, becoming an exciting metropolis, drawing to it thousands of new citizens every year. Troubled by overcrowding, by poverty, by recurring epidemics of the plague, London was also a mecca for the wealthy and the aristocratic, and for those who sought advancement at court, or power in government or finance or trade. One hears in Shakespeare’s plays the voices of London—the struggles for power, the fear of venereal disease, the language of buying and selling. One hears as well the voices of Stratford-upon-Avon—references to the nearby Forest of Arden, to sheepherding, to small-town gossip, to village fairs and markets. Part of the richness of Shakespeare’s work is the influence felt there of the various worlds in which he lived: the world of metropolitan London, the world of small-town and rural England, the world of the theater, and the worlds of craftsmen and shepherds.


That Shakespeare inhabited such worlds we know from surviving London and Stratford documents, as well as from the evidence of the plays and poems themselves. From such records we can sketch the dramatist’s life. We know from his works that he was a voracious reader. We know from legal and business documents that he was a multifaceted theater man who became a wealthy landowner. We know a bit about his family life and a fair amount about his legal and financial dealings. Most scholars today depend upon such evidence as they draw their picture of the world’s greatest playwright. Such, however, has not always been the case. Until the late eighteenth century, the William Shakespeare who lived in most biographies was the creation of legend and tradition. This was the Shakespeare who was supposedly caught poaching deer at Charlecote, the estate of Sir Thomas Lucy close by Stratford; this was the Shakespeare who fled from Sir Thomas’s vengeance and made his way in London by taking care of horses outside a playhouse; this was the Shakespeare who reportedly could barely read, but whose natural gifts were extraordinary, whose father was a butcher who allowed his gifted son sometimes to help in the butcher shop, where William supposedly killed calves “in a high style,” making a speech for the occasion. It was this legendary William Shakespeare whose Falstaff (in 1 and 2 Henry IV) so pleased Queen Elizabeth that she demanded a play about Falstaff in love, and demanded that it be written in fourteen days (hence the existence of The Merry Wives of Windsor). It was this legendary Shakespeare who reached the top of his acting career in the roles of the Ghost in Hamlet and old Adam in As You Like It—and who died of a fever contracted by drinking too hard at “a merry meeting” with the poets Michael Drayton and Ben Jonson. This legendary Shakespeare is a rambunctious, undisciplined man, as attractively “wild” as his plays were seen by earlier generations to be. Unfortunately, there is no trace of evidence to support these wonderful stories.


Perhaps in response to the disreputable Shakespeare of legend—or perhaps in response to the fragmentary and, for some, all-too-ordinary Shakespeare documented by surviving records—some people since the mid-nineteenth century have argued that William Shakespeare could not have written the plays that bear his name. These persons have put forward some dozen names as more likely authors, among them Queen Elizabeth, Sir Francis Bacon, Edward de Vere (earl of Oxford), and Christopher Marlowe. Such attempts to find what for these people is a more believable author of the plays is a tribute to the regard in which the plays are held. Unfortunately for their claims, the documents that exist that provide evidence for the facts of Shakespeare’s life tie him inextricably to the body of plays and poems that bear his name. Unlikely as it seems to those who want the works to have been written by an aristocrat, a university graduate, or an “important” person, the plays and poems seem clearly to have been produced by a man from Stratford-upon-Avon with a very good “grammar-school” education and a life of experience in London and in the world of the London theater. How this particular man produced the works that dominate the cultures of much of the world four centuries after his death is one of life’s mysteries—and one that will continue to tease our imaginations as we continue to delight in his plays and poems.





Shakespeare’s Theater



The actors of Shakespeare’s time are known to have performed plays in a great variety of locations. They played at court (that is, in the great halls of such royal residences as Whitehall, Hampton Court, and Greenwich); they played in halls at the universities of Oxford and Cambridge, and at the Inns of Court (the residences in London of the legal societies); and they also played in the private houses of great lords and civic officials. Sometimes acting companies went on tour from London into the provinces, often (but not only) when outbreaks of bubonic plague in the capital forced the closing of theaters to reduce the possibility of contagion in crowded audiences. In the provinces the actors usually staged their plays in churches (until around 1600) or in guildhalls. While surviving records show only a handful of occasions when actors played at inns while on tour, London inns were important playing places up until the 1590s.


The building of theaters in London had begun only shortly before Shakespeare wrote his first plays in the 1590s. These theaters were of two kinds: outdoor or public playhouses that could accommodate large numbers of playgoers, and indoor or private theaters for much smaller audiences. What is usually regarded as the first London outdoor public playhouse was called simply the Theatre. James Burbage—the father of Richard Burbage, who was perhaps the most famous actor in Shakespeare’s company—built it in 1576 in an area north of the city of London called Shoreditch. Among the more famous of the other public playhouses that capitalized on the new fashion were the Curtain and the Fortune (both also built north of the city), the Rose, the Swan, the Globe, and the Hope (all located on the Bankside, a region just across the Thames south of the city of London). All these playhouses had to be built outside the jurisdiction of the city of London because many civic officials were hostile to the performance of drama and repeatedly petitioned the royal council to abolish it.
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A stylized representation of the Globe theater.


From Claes Jansz Visscher, Londinum florentissima Britanniae urbs . . . [c. 1625].





The theaters erected on the Bankside (a region under the authority of the Church of England, whose head was the monarch) shared the neighborhood with houses of prostitution and with the Paris Garden, where the blood sports of bearbaiting and bullbaiting were carried on. There may have been no clear distinction between playhouses and buildings for such sports, for we know that the Hope was used for both plays and baiting and that Philip Henslowe, owner of the Rose and, later, partner in the ownership of the Fortune, was also a partner in a monopoly on baiting. All these forms of entertainment were easily accessible to Londoners by boat across the Thames or over London Bridge.


Evidently Shakespeare’s company prospered on the Bankside. They moved there in 1599. Threatened by difficulties in renewing the lease on the land where their first theater (the Theatre) had been built, Shakespeare’s company took advantage of the Christmas holiday in 1598 to dismantle the Theatre and transport its timbers across the Thames to the Bankside, where, in 1599, these timbers were used in the building of the Globe. The weather in late December 1598 is recorded as having been especially harsh. It was so cold that the Thames was “nigh [nearly] frozen,” and there was heavy snow. Perhaps the weather aided Shakespeare’s company in eluding their landlord, the snow hiding their activity and the freezing of the Thames allowing them to slide the timbers across to the Bankside without paying tolls for repeated trips over London Bridge. Attractive as this narrative is, it remains just as likely that the heavy snow hampered transport of the timbers in wagons through the London streets to the river. It also must be remembered that the Thames was, according to report, only “nigh frozen,” and therefore did not necessarily provide solid footing. Whatever the precise circumstances of this fascinating event in English theater history, Shakespeare’s company was able to begin playing at their new Globe theater on the Bankside in 1599. After this theater burned down in 1613 during the staging of Shakespeare’s Henry VIII (its thatch roof was set alight by cannon fire called for in performance), Shakespeare’s company immediately rebuilt on the same location. The second Globe seems to have been a grander structure than its predecessor. It remained in use until the beginning of the English Civil War in 1642, when Parliament officially closed the theaters. Soon thereafter it was pulled down.


The public theaters of Shakespeare’s time were very different buildings from our theaters today. First of all, they were open-air playhouses. As recent excavations of the Rose and the Globe confirm, some were polygonal or roughly circular in shape; the Fortune, however, was square. The most recent estimates of their size put the diameter of these buildings at 72 feet (the Rose) to 100 feet (the Globe), but we know that they held vast audiences of two or three thousand, who must have been squeezed together quite tightly. Some of these spectators paid extra to sit or stand in the two or three levels of roofed galleries that extended, on the upper levels, all the way around the theater and surrounded an open space. In this space were the stage and, perhaps, the tiring house (what we would call dressing rooms), as well as the so-called yard. In the yard stood the spectators who chose to pay less, the ones whom Hamlet contemptuously called “groundlings.” For a roof they had only the sky, and so they were exposed to all kinds of weather. They stood on a floor that was sometimes made of mortar and sometimes of ash mixed with the shells of hazelnuts, which, it has recently been discovered, were standard flooring material in the period.
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