
  WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

A Life from Beginning to End


    

  




BY HOURLY  HISTORY


    


Copyright © 2017 by Hourly History.


    All rights reserved.

  


Table of Contents


  Introduction



  A Legend is Born



  The Lost Years



  Early Career



  The First Plays



  The Evolution of William Shakespeare



  The Golden Years



  Poetic Works



  The Death of William Shakespeare



  Legacy



  Conclusion



  Get Your Free Weekly eBooks!




    
    
    Introduction



    William Shakespeare is quite possibly one of the most famous historical
    figures of all time. His theatrical body of work is performed more often
    than any other playwright in history, and his plays have been translated
    into every major language. He is considered the greatest writer in the
    English language and the paramount dramatist of all time. These accolades
    are not without their deserved merit, and a close look at his life proves
    they are well-earned.



    Shakespeare lived in England during the rule of Queen Elizabeth I, commonly
    referred to as the Elizabethan Era. This was an intriguing time in England,
    both politically and artistically. Religious tensions between Catholics and
    Protestants were high, the nation was on edge as war loomed with mainland
    Europe, and Elizabethan dissenters plotted to take the throne. Ireland
    would rebel against English rule, and the black plague would strike at the
    heart of London. The death of Elizabeth I changed the world in which
    Shakespeare lived, and brought many of these events to a head. Guy Fawkes
    and his famous Gunpowder Plot would shock the nation, and a mass panic
    would result in witch trials throughout the nation.



    Despite such political and religious stressors, Shakespeare’s world was
    constantly growing and changing. Medical and physical sciences would
    announce amazing discoveries, intrepid explorers would map previously
    uncharted parts of the world and return with tales of untold wonders. It is
    these magnificent discoveries that fueled the creative collaboration that
    took place in London during Shakespeare’s life and afforded him the
    inspiration to experiment with form and style, as well as provided him with
    endless material for intricate plots and rich, three-dimensional
    characters. William Shakespeare was born into a world that granted him the
    tools to change the face of artistic expression for humanity and made his
    life story worthy of telling and re-telling for the rest of time.



Chapter One



    A Legend is Born



    “I say there is no darkness but ignorance.”



    —William Shakespeare, Twelfth Night



    A modern imagining of Elizabethan England often conjures two conflicting
    images: One of colorfully gritty life in central London, where the
    lower-class of the city were packed together in noisy and unsanitary
    conditions, struggling to survive in a world that had not yet seen many
    modern advances in technology, automation, and convenience. Conversely, a
    present-day idea may include the romanticized view of English aristocracy
    under the traditional monarchy—rich fabrics, expensive and extravagant
    gowns, high-brow political intrigues and forbidden romances. Neither of
    these highly romanticized interpretations, however, accurately depict what
    life was like in Elizabethan England as a whole.



    Life outside of London moved at a significantly slower pace. London was one
    of the first urban centers in the United Kingdom, and the further one lived
    from the capital, the quicker one entered a country that was defined by
    rural living. The excitement and fast pace of urban life would quickly
    dissipate, and most of the population of England in that period were far
    removed from both the cultural and political goings-on at the country’s
    heart. Travel at the time was expensive, difficult, and dangerous. Many
    Englishmen and women lived and died without traveling more than a half
    day’s journey from the village in which they were born. Rural communities
    were small and tight-knit, with many generations of the same family
    occupying the same house for centuries. There would have been little
    opportunities to climb the socio-economic ladder, and so rural villages
    functioned as a sort of microcosm, much separated from the fast-paced
    activity and rich diversity of any urban center.



    It is in such a rural village that William Shakespeare was born, and spent
    much of his early life. Shakespeare was born in the hamlet of
    Stratford-upon-Avon, over 100 miles northwest of London. He was born into a
    middle-class family in April 1564, the son of John Shakespeare and Mary
    Arden. His baptismal record with the Church of England stated he was
    baptized on April 26, but does not list a date of birth. The custom of the
    period was to wait three days after the birth of a child before baptism,
    and therefore his date of birth is listed by most historians as April 23,
    1564. This holds a significant degree of poetry for many historians, as
    William Shakespeare would die on the same date in 1616.



    William’s father John was a successful glove-maker, held a seat on his
    local city council, and would be elected as mayor of Stratford when William
    was four years old. William’s mother Mary was the daughter of a wealthy
    landowner who lived in the area. Mary would give birth to eight children,
    five of whom reached adulthood. William was the third-born and the eldest
    son. This put young William in a place of significant privilege and
    advantage for the time period—as the son of a rural, middle-class family,
    he wanted for very little. His hometown of Stratford was rare overall: in
    spite of being very small (with a survey from around the same time listing
    only 217 houses) it was a hub for the raising of sheep and harvesting of
    wool, which was often processed and sent to London directly from Stratford.



    The rural way of life that was characterized by isolation and stasis
    gradually began to change in the Elizabethan Era. Political and religious
    tensions were at an all-time high, and with potential war on the horizon,
    certain English-produced goods came into high demand. The middle class
    formed for the first time and the population of rural communities profited
    the most from this economic bounty. Wars already underway elsewhere in
    mainland Europe brought refugees to Britain, where they flocked to the
    countryside to ply their trades. Insular villages saw new traffic pass
    through on the roadways, and immigrants joined their ranks for the first
    time. Many people in rural England had their first encounters with people
    who spoke other languages or had different colored skin. A good number of
    these immigrants were literate and well-educated, disseminating their
    knowledge of literature, math, and science into under-served communities
    with no access to higher educational services. Rural towns and villages
    within England did not have the means to see the world—so instead, the
    world came to them.



    These changes affected Stratford, especially economically. The main trade
    of sheep and their wool products would have been in high demand in the
    political climate of pre-war readiness, and Stratford would have benefitted
    from the booming demand. This increase in the overall wealth of Stratford
    (and William’s own family) may have contributed to his early education. The
    local grammar school, King’s New School, had been built in 1553 and was
    located only a quarter of a mile from William’s home. While the quality of
    education in schools across England could differ wildly, it was likely that
    the relative financial comfort in the area allowed most children to attend
    school through their 14th year. Laws set forth by royal decree
    dictated that Latin text be taught in all grammar schools throughout the
    United Kingdom, and a huge part of William’s early education would have had
    its foundation in classical Latin authors. This no doubt contributed to his
    literacy and remarkable use of language in his writing in adulthood, while
    his upbringing in a rural area with no particularly advanced education
    allowed him to connect on an emotional level to the “common man.”



Chapter Two



    The Lost Years


    “No sooner met but they looked; no sooner looked but they loved; no sooner
    loved but they sighed; no sooner sighed but they asked one another the
    reason; no sooner knew the reason but they sought the remedy; and in these
    degrees have they made a pair of stairs to marriage.”



    —William Shakespeare, As You Like It



    On November 27, 1582, at the age of 18, William Shakespeare married
    26-year-old Anne Hathaway. The wedding took place in a much shorter time
    frame than was typical for the period, as the church official had granted
    them an exception from certain standard procedures. The following day,
    neighbors of Hathaway signed a legally binding oath under penalty of fine,
    declaring their guarantee that there were no legal impediments to the
    marriage. Six months later, Anne gave birth to their first child: a
    daughter, Susanna.



    These facts form nearly the complete extent of information that is known
    about William Shakespeare’s wife, but the unusual circumstances under which
    they were married have raised speculation and theory for centuries. The age
    difference between William and Anne has been made a point of scandal by
    many modern historians, though a thorough review of marriage records for
    that period reveal it was not unusual for a wife to be older than her
    husband. Eldest daughters, as Anne Hathaway would have been, would often
    take on the role of raising any younger siblings, delaying the age at which
    they would marry and start their own homes. The fact of Susanna’s birth
    only six months after the marriage took place, as well as the legal
    declarations of Anne’s neighbors, have also been dramatized in the present
    day. Antenuptial pregnancies were extremely common in rural areas of
    England, and the actual acquisition of the marriage license would merely be
    a formality for the purposes of the Church of England.



    However, the spinning of this information in sensational ways pervades,
    especially when very little else is known about the finer details of
    William and Anne’s married life. Two years after Susanna's birth in 1583,
    Anne gave birth again, this time to fraternal twins, Judith and Hamnet.
    Hamnet died in 1596 at the age of 11 after a minor resurgence of the
    bubonic plague. By this time, William had been living in London for over
    four years, while his family remained in Stratford.



    It is after the birth of Judith and Hamnet in 1585 that history loses track
    of William Shakespeare, and he is not discovered in any civil or legal
    document until 1592, by which time several of his plays were already being
    produced and performed on London stages. These lost years, along with the
    mysterious vacuum of information about his relationship with his wife and
    children, leave much to be speculated.



    Books and films based on Shakespeare’s life have often explained his
    departure to London as a way for him to escape a loveless marriage.
    Depictions of his early life in storytelling media have used the evidence
    of Anne’s early pregnancy to suggest she became pregnant on purpose, as a
    form of entrapment. Even ignoring the fact that such circumstances were not
    scandalous, and in fact normal, Anne came from a relatively wealthy family
    herself. Her motive would not likely be for financial gain or an
    improvement in social status. There would be little reason to believe that
    it was not William’s intention to marry Anne when their courtship first
    began, with the pregnancy merely providing an opportunity to make the
    courtship permanent and official.



    Others have depicted the relationship as supportive yet tempestuous. This
    may well be the most likely theory that has survived among modern scholars.
    In Shakespeare’s will, he bequeaths Anne the home’s “second-best bed.” Many
    among the academic community have viewed this as a slight, that perhaps
    William was suggesting in a very pointed way that she was second-best in
    his life. However, in Elizabethan culture, the “best bed” in the house was
    commonly reserved only for guests. The “second-best” bed in the home was
    almost certainly the marital bed, meaning such a bequest would have been
    symbolic of their relationship and held much meaning for his widow. Anne,
    in her later years, was open about her desire to be interred next to her
    husband, leading many to believe their relationship was loving despite the
    physical distance between them for most of their married life. The lost
    years have given many modern storytellers the artistic license to fill in
    the gap in a variety of ways, while the truth of the matter is lost to
    time.



    Despite these blank pages in William’s history, it has been reliably
    documented that he returned to Stratford for some period at least once
    every year, and upon his retirement from writing and the London theatre, he
    returned to Stratford to be with his wife and grown

