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William Shakespeare:

The Man, the Actor, the Author 

William Shakespeare is considered to be one of the greatest writers 

who ever lived.

He was born in the market town of Stratford-upon-Avon in 

Warwickshire, England in 1564 and died there in 1616.

Shakespeare is usually referred to as an Elizabethan playwright but  

he actually lived during the reign of two monarchs: Elizabeth I and 

James I. When Elizabeth died in 1603, James, who was already King  

of Scotland, took over the English throne.
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During Shakespeare’s lifetime, he wrote nearly 40 plays and  

over 150 poems (mainly sonnets). He was also an actor, a very 

successful businessman and owned valuable buildings and land  

in London and Stratford.

His parents were John Shakespeare, a glove-maker and Stratford 

council official,  and  Mary Arden, who  was the daughter of a wealthy 

local farmer. As the child of a reasonably well-off family, William 

attended the local grammar school, where he would have studied Latin 

and Greek as well as English literature and history.

In 1582, at the age of 18, he married Anne Hathaway. They had 

three children but by 1587, Shakespeare had left his wife and children 

in Stratford and moved to London. He joined 

an acting company and, by the early 

1590s, was writing his own plays, 

becoming well known and 

successful in the world 

of London theatre.

London

Stratford-upon-Avon
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In 1594, Shakespeare joined a new acting company, The Lord 

Chamberlain’s Men, with his  friend, the actor Richard  Burbage. He 

would spend the rest of his life writing plays to be performed by this 

company and even became a part-owner of The Globe Theatre, which 

was  built in  1599. The Lord Chamberlain’s Men were so successful that 

when King James came to the throne, he became their sponsor and 

their name was changed to The King’s Men. 

From 1610, Shakespeare began to spend more time in Stratford. 

He died on 23rd April 1616. In the years following Shakespeare’s 

death, two of his friends, John Heminge and Henry Condell, collected 

manuscripts and copies of his plays. They were printed in 1623 in an 

edition known as 

The First Folio

. This collection of tragedies, comedies 

and historical plays helped to establish Shakespeare as a great 

playwright – possibly the greatest the world has ever known.

Another  friend, the  playwright Ben Jonson, said  that Shakespeare’s 

plays would prove to be “not of an age, but for all time.”

Jonson was right. Shakespeare’s plays have been translated into every 

major language and are performed across the world. They have also 

been turned into  films, TV series,  musicals, ballets and graphic novels!
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Hamlet

 - The Play

Shakespeare wrote plays of many different types. Among some of his 

greatest hits, 

Romeo  and  Juliet

 is a love story, 

A Midsummer  Night’s 

Dream

 is a panto, 

Macbeth

 is a horror story, 

The Tempest

 is a fantasy, 

Much Ado About Nothing

 is a rom-com – and 

Hamlet

 is a thriller.

It is thought that Shakespeare wrote 

Hamlet

 around the year 1600. 

Although it is over four hundred years old, it is still considered  

to be one of the greatest plays ever written.








“To be or not to be; 

that is the question ...” 

Hamlet Act 3 Scene 1
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Millions of words and  thousands  of  books, essays and  articles  have 

been written about 

Hamlet

. It appeals to different generations and 

cultures, and has been interpreted, adapted and retold countless 

times. It has been translated into dozens of languages and is one of 

Shakespeare’s most performed plays.

Playing the character of Hamlet is one of the hardest challenges 

for  an  actor. It was a part originally  written  for Richard Burbage –

Shakespeare’s friend, business partner, and one of the leading actors 

of the period.

Hamlet

 is one of the most quoted works in the English language. There 

are so many famous lines in it that is is almost impossible to list them 

all. Here are some …

“There are more things in 

Heaven and 

E

arth, Horatio, 

Than are dreamt of in  

our philosophy.” 

Hamlet Act 1 Scene 5

“Get thee to a nunnery.” 

Hamlet Act 3 Scene 1 

“Alas, poor Yorick. I knew him, 

Horatio: A fellow of infinite jest ...” 

Hamlet Act 5 Scene 1

“The lady protests too 

much, methinks.”

 

Gertrude Act 3 Scene 2

“Neither a borrower  

nor a lender be.” 

Polonius Act 1 Scene 3
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