William Shakespeare
(Baptized 26 April 1564; Died 23 April 1616)
[image: image1.jpg]



	“He was not of an age, but for all time!”
Ben Jonson (1573-1637), Preface to the First Folio 

“In Shakespeare the birds sing, the bushes are clothed with green, hearts love, souls suffer, the cloud wanders, it is hot, it is cold, night falls, time passes, forests and multitudes speak, the vast eternal dream hovers over all. Sap and blood, all forms of the multiple reality, actions and ideas, man and humanity, the living and the life, solitudes, cities, religions, diamonds and pearls, dung-hills and charnelhouses, the ebb and flow of beings, the steps of comers and goers, all, all are on Shakespeare and in Shakespeare.”
Victor Hugo (1802-1885), William Shakespeare


Shakespeare is one of the most famous playwrights of all time. Long studies have been done during the centuries to find out more about his life, but there are still some details of his existence that need to be clarified. 

We actually don’t know the date of birth of Shakespeare, but the writer was probably born (third of eight children) on the 23rd of April 1564 in a house on Henley Street in Stratford, owned by William's father, John.

John Shakespeare was a glover and tanner of leathers that later began to deal in farm products and wool. He achieved his importance for the community so far as being elected to a multitude of civic positions (this allowed him to gain his own family coat-of-arms in 1596). Sometime between 1556 and 1558 he married Mary Arden, William’s mother. They died in 1601 (John) and in 1608 (Mary).

Shakespeare started studying at the age of six or seven at the Stratford grammar school. He learned his skills from an ABC, or horn-book, and studied Latin, which was the Primary language of learning. He studied the Latin classical authors, such as Seneca, Cicero, Ovid, Virgil and Horace, and took them as the sources for his woks.

At the age of thirteen, it is said that the Bard was probably removed from school because of his father’s financial and social difficulties. This doesn’t implies that he hadn’t acquired a strong knowledge of both English and Latin; and it is probable that the writer continued his studies elsewhere. 

Some researchers suppose that growing up in Stratford, Shakespeare could have worked for a butcher while helping his father to run his business.

His activities after leaving school are unknown. There are some suggestions that he may have worked as a schoolmaster, lawyer or glover with his relatives; but it is also plausible that Shakespeare studied intensely, travelling and visiting theaters outside Stratford to improve his literary and acting skills.

This is the first period (1578-82) of two terms called “Lost Years” of which we know very little about the Bard’s life. 

We know for sure that, in 1582, the dramatist married a woman called Anne Hathaway. She was twenty-six at the time, and already several months pregnant. Some contradictions found in Shakespeare’s marriage documents made the scholars think about the existence of another Anne beloved by the author, but it is probable that the incongruity between the two documents was only due to an error made during the transcription. 

William and his wife had three children: Susanna, christened in 1583, and Hamnet and Judith, twins, born in 1585.

We don’t know much about their lives, but Susanna probably had a successful existence: she married a famed and prosperous man and died at the age of sixty-six. On her epitaph she is described as a witty and wise woman. 

Judith’s live wasn’t so happy: her husband was charged of “carnal copulation” and her children all died very young. She died alone at the age of seventy-seven.

Her brother Hamnet died of unknown causes in August 1596, at the age of eleven. It is probable that Shakespeare was present at his funeral in Stratford.

The period from 1585 to 1592 in the writer’s life is the second span of time called “Lost Years”. During this term, the scholar suppose that the Bard must have been perfecting his skills and collecting sources for the plots of his plays.

Probably, Shakespeare started his career in the theatre being recruited as an actor in Stratford, when some players came to perform there, but it is also possible that the dramatist himself traveled to London to begin his career. Anyway, it is in 1592 that a dramatist left us the first evidence of Shakespeare being working as an actor. 

Records tell us that by that time several plays of the Bard were already popular. They were performed by a company sponsored by the Earl of Pembroke, Henry Herbert. The troupe was very admired and it regularly performed at the court of Queen Elizabeth. Scholars conclude that it is probable that up to 1593 Shakespeare must have been working as an actor and writer for Pembroke’s Men. 

When in 1592 theaters were closed due to the epidemic of the plague, it is probable either that the dramatist toured with some acting companies or that he left theater and worked entirely on his non-dramatic poetry. Anyway, by the end of 1593, the writer caught the attention of the Earl of Southampton.

Southampton became the Bard’s patron. In 1593, with the publication of his mythological poem “Venus and Adonis”, Shakespeare made his formal debut as a poet.

Basing on the writer’s early sonnets, most critics agree that the man had a long and close friendship with Southampton. Considering that he wrote 154 sonnets, and most of them address the poet’s love to a young man, it is thought that Shakespeare could have some homosexual affair, although it is likely that the speaker of the sonnets doesn’t express the poet’s personal feelings.

In 1594, Shakespeare returned to the theater and became a leading member of the Lord Chamberlain’s Men. During this time the dramatist wrote many plays (including Romeo and Juliet, Richard II, King John…). The company performed primarily at theaters like the Swan, the Curtain and the Theater, before their purchase of the Globe (of which Shakespeare was one of the owner) in 1595, but the troupe also gave regular performances before Elizabeth I and her court, and toured the areas surrounding London.

1596 was the year of Hamnet’s death. It is likely that this was the event which compelled the writer to buy a new house in Stratford, as Shakespeare returned to his home-town for the burial.

Shakespeare’s death causes are still unknown. Although he died in 1616 at the age of 52, however he had quite a long life, in a world where life expectancy was shorted by every kind of disease. 

The Bard is now buried in the chancel of Holy Trinity Church in his hometown of Stratford, Warwickshire.
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If you want to check your knowledge of Shakespeare’s life, try this quiz! http://shakespeare.palomar.edu/quiz/bioquiz.htm

