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About the Author

William Shakespeare is one of the most renowned writers in the English language. Sometimes called ‘The Bard of Avon’, or simply ‘The Bard’, he is best known as a playwright, but he also wrote beautiful poetry that remains popular to this day. In total, he is believed to have written at least thirty-eight plays, two narrative poems and 154 sonnets.

Shakespeare was born in 1564 in  Stratford-upon-Avon, England. His exact birthday was not recorded, but it is commonly celebrated on 23 April – which is also believed to be the day he died fifty-two years later, in 1616. He was the third of eight children born to John Shakespeare and Mary Arden but was considered their eldest, as John and Mary lost their first two daughters as infants.

It is likely that young William Shakespeare would have lived with his family until he was eighteen, when he married twenty-six-year-old Anne Hathaway in 1582. They were married quickly – likely because Anne was already pregnant with their first child,  Susanna, who was born six months after the wedding, on 26 May 1583. She was followed by twins,  Hamnet  and  Judith, on 2 February 1585, although Hamnet would later die of unknown causes when he was just eleven years old.

The seven years that followed the twins’ baptism in 1585 are often known as Shakespeare’s ‘Lost Years’. This is because almost nothing is known about his activity or whereabouts before his emergence as a writer in London in 1592. Unsurprisingly, speculation about those years is rife. One theory is that Shakespeare fled Stratford to avoid being prosecuted as a poacher, while another claims that he may have spent some years touring with an acting troupe in Italy. Some even surmise that he might have enlisted as a soldier. However, there is no evidence definitively proving any of these claims and the reality is we may never know.

When Shakespeare reappeared in the records, he was living in the Bishopsgate area of London and developing a reputation as a writer. His first printed works were two long poems called Venus and Adonis and The Rape of Lucrece, which were published in 1593 and 1594 respectively. Some of his early plays had also appeared in print by 1594, in a small, inexpensive format known as ‘quartos’. That same year, he was also listed as a founding member of a company of actors called The Lord Chamberlain’s Men (later renamed The King’s Men in 1603). Shakespeare remained with the troupe for the entirety of his career, working as an actor and producer as well as a playwright.

By 1599 Shakespeare had moved to Bankside, on the south bank of the River Thames, where he and his business partners, William Kempe  and  Richard Burbage  –  also members of the Lord Chamberlain’s Men – built the Globe Theatre. Shakespeare is thought to have written some of his most famous comedies, romances and historical plays in this period. Between 1590 and 1600, he wrote Much Ado About Nothing, As You Like It, Romeo and Juliet, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Julius Caesar and Henry IV Parts 1 and 2, among many others. He is also likely to have begun work on his sonnets in the late 1590s, although precise dating of Shakespeare’s work is difficult, as no known original manuscripts exist today.

In 1604 Shakespeare moved back to the City of London, renting a room in Cripplegate, near St Paul’s Cathedral. During the eight or so years he was living there, Shakespeare wrote the well-known tragedies Hamlet, Macbeth, Othello and King Lear, as well as the historical tragedies Antony and Cleopatra and Coriolanus. He also wrote several comedies including All’s Well That Ends Well, The Winter’s Tale and The Tempest. Along with this prodigious output of plays  –  it’s thought that Shakespeare produced on average two plays a year for around twenty years – Shakespeare’s sonnets were also published in 1609.

Shakespeare retired to Stratford-upon-Avon in his late forties, sometime after 1611. He continued to collaborate with younger playwrights on a small number of new works and made occasional trips to London to see performances of his later plays, like Macbeth and The Tempest. But most of his time was spent managing his various business interests. When his father died in 1601, Shakespeare inherited the family house, part of which he leased to tenants. He had also purchased land in Stratford-upon-Avon between 1602 and 1605, which he also leased out. As well as providing for his retirement, scholars believe these investments helped give Shakespeare the time needed to support his writing career.

The exact date of Shakespeare’s death isn’t known, but it is believed he died on 23 April 1616, on his fifty-second birthday, based on records of his burial two days later at Holy Trinity Church in Stratford-upon-Avon. The exact cause of his death is also unknown. There is speculation that he died from a fever contracted after a heavy night’s eating and drinking with fellow playwrights Ben Jonson and Michael Drayton. Another theory is that he had been sick for at least a month before he died, supported by the fact that he dictated his will four weeks before his death  –  and the shaky signature on the document.

Perhaps fittingly for one of history’s greatest dramatists, Shakespeare’s life is littered with mysteries. One undeniable fact is his immense and enduring impact on theatre, film, writing and storytelling around the world, in all their forms. William Shakespeare continues to be one of the world’s most important literary figures, and the originator of many of the characters, narratives and tropes we love to this day.
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Foreword

BY BEA FITZGERALD

I first came across Twelfth Night not at the Globe, or in an English class, or in some strange made-for-TV adaptation, but in the seminal classic She’s the Man. A smash-hit of the 2000s (in my school, at least), it contained so much of what I love in a romantic comedy: friends-to-lovers tropes, mis-identity, shenaniganry, chaos, dramatic irony and a hefty queer undertone. Imagine my delight then, as a verified Shakespeare nerd, to discover the play it took inspiration from contained all that and more (though, unfortunately, fewer jokes about cheese).

Following a shipwreck, twins Viola and Sebastian are separated, both presuming the other dead. To survive in the kingdom of Illyria, Viola disguises herself as her brother to get the attention of Duke Orsino – who she promptly falls in love with. Viola’s disguise is not complex, and others regularly comment on her youthful and ‘effeminate’ looks (unlike in She’s the Man, where Viola is treated just like any other man on campus, but I digress). Yet it is never outwardly challenged. In this world, gender does not exist in a binary of man and woman but rather as a space that contains scales, diminutives and variations. This variation extends to sexuality, too. Orsino specifically sends Viola to woo Olivia because he thinks their effete looks are something Olivia might like – as, indeed, she does.

There’s an additional humour here, as in Shakespeare’s day all parts were played by men, with younger boys playing women. In Elizabethan and Jacobean society, affection between men was more normalized and didn’t feed into toxic masculinity like it would today – but that’s not to diminish the play’s homerotic undertones. Queer people have always existed and queer readings of both history and literature are valid, essential ways of understanding the complexity of humanity. Shakespeare plays with gender as a disguise and the relationships it creates for the sake of comedy. But within it, there is an undeniable queerness – particularly in the character of Antonio (but I’ll get to that – I have to cover the Actual Plot (apparently) before I can talk about my slash ship).

Twelfth Night is a delightfully playful production, full of chaos and confusion that even makes this a subplot with the orderly Malvolio brought into the tumultuous fold. I am of the staunch belief that falling in love should be fun – and I often find myself drawn to tropes that help that, like fake dating. This play is riddled with excellent moments of joyful misunderstanding: Viola-as-Sebastian telling Orsino the ‘woman’ he supposedly loves is much like him; Sebastian delightedly marrying Olivia despite having no idea who she is; and Viola talking about ‘her father’s daughter’ (aka her) and Orsino believing it refers to a sister. The hectic chaos of this plot renders love just as playful as the story itself. But it also criticizes that love.

Orsino, in professing his love for Olivia, seems more in love with the idea of being in love than with Olivia herself. Similarly, Olivia’s grief is more of a performance than an authentic feeling. Shakespeare is an insta-love fanatic, and he uses this repeatedly throughout the play, with characters declaring their love without much build-up. Viola’s love for Orsino happens off-stage, and is more of a narrative convenience than something for us to root for.

The play’s plot is centred around love, but it’s never that deep. For Olivia, the real Sebastian is just as good as Viola disguised as a boy. Orsino is affectionate with Viola even without realizing who she is – often commenting on her appearance, but also building a deeper bond, knowing and loving parts of her that go far deeper than his projected, performative love for Olivia.

At university, many of my essays ended up being about the self and identity. As a writer, so much of my romantic writing is centred on the idea that to be loved is to be known; that being truly seen by a partner should sit at the centre of any love story. Twelfth Night examines the ways we can know one another, even when we do not know everything – even when we are pretending to be someone else.

We see so many variations of love in this story: platonic, familial, romantic, erotic and a shallow sort. Viola may be the one literally performing – but Orsino and Olivia, through their proclaimed love and grief, are performing roles of their own too.

We then also have Antonio. Unlike the other relationships in this book, Antonio and Sebastian have already had time to get to know one another by the time we meet them. Antonio likes Sebastian so much, he puts himself in danger to join him on his journey to find his sister. He is evidently in love with Sebastian – even admitting ‘His life I gave him and did thereto add my love, without retention or restraint.’ As I said, there are many kinds of love in this play, and open declarations like this were pretty common in male friendships at this time. But Antonio exists in parallel to Orsino, who makes similar comments about Viola when she is disguised as Sebastian. Orsino and Viola end up marrying, and so the play draws an inherent romantic undertone to Antonio’s relationship with Sebastian.

I will save the rest for fanfiction that I may or may not plan on writing …

Twelfth Night is a fun, messy riot of a play with high stakes that almost result in tragedy, before swinging back to being laugh-out-loud funny. And who doesn’t love a romance with high stakes infused with both joy and music? Take Orsino’s famous proclamation that ‘If music be the food of love, play on.’ Love becomes something to be nourished, that requires sustenance. And it is fuelled by music – by joy, art and celebration. And so, play on.
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