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More has been written—with less certainty—about the 
life of William Shakespeare than about any other liter-
ary fi gure. Despite murmurings to the contrary, enough 
records and references exist to enable scholars to out-
line with confi dence Shakespeare’s life and career as 
 poet,  playwright, actor, and entrepreneur—but not to 
expose the inner workings of his genius. The register of 
Holy Trinity Church in  Stratford-upon-Avon notes the 
christening of William Shakespeare on April 26, 1564. 
Shakespeare’s birthday is traditionally celebrated on 
April 23, the feast day of Saint George, England’s pa-
tron saint, and the day the dramatist died in 1616.

William was the son of  John Shakespeare and Mary 
Arden. John worked with leather goods and traded in 
wool and farm produce. He rose to be the equivalent of 
mayor of Stratford but suffered reversals and stopped 
attending council meetings and church. William very 
likely attended Stratford’s free grammar school, where 
he was drilled in Latin and introduced to Plautus and 
Terence,  Ovid, Plutarch, and Seneca, among other clas-
sical sources he would later use.

At  age eighteen William hastily married  Anne Ha-
thaway, who was eight years his senior and preg-
nant. Their daughter Susanna was born on May 26, 
1583. On February 2, 1585, twins  Hamnet and  Judith 

Shakespeare—named after Stratford friends  Hamnet and 
 Judith Sadler—were baptized. The domestic life of the 
Shakespeare family in Stratford has given rise to much 
speculation, but we lack evidence to make meaningful 
observations. All we know is that sometime between 
1585 and 1592 Shakespeare became involved in Lon-
don’s theater world.

In 1592 a bitter  playwright, Robert Greene, pub-
lished a deathbed confessional that includes an attack on 
other dramatists including Shakespeare, whom he calls 
“an upstart Crow, beautifi ed with our feathers.” Greene 
then parodies a line from  Henry VI, Part III and contin-
ues, Shakespeare “supposes he is as well able to bom-
bast out a blank verse as the best of you, and being an 
absolute Johannes Factotum, is in his own conceit the 
only Shake-scene in a country.” The Johannes Factotum 
(jack-of-all-trades) reference suggests that Shakespeare 
was acting as well as writing by 1592. We do not know 
the circumstances of Shakespeare’s shift from Stratford 
to London, but he kept a residence there as well as in 
Stratford for the next twenty years.

Within a few years Shakespeare was among the play-
ers in the Lord Chamberlain’s company. During the 
period of 1592–94, when the theaters were closed be-
cause of the high number of plague deaths, Shakespeare 
wrote two long narrative poems,  Venus and Adonis 
and  The Rape of Lucrece (simply Lucrece on the title 
page), published with dedications to his patron, Henry 
Wriothesley, Earl of Southampton, and signed “Wil-
liam Shakespeare.” These poems were much admired. 
When the theaters reopened, Shakespeare continued 
writing plays and acting. In 1598 Francis Meres writes, 
“the sweet, witty  soul of  Ovid lives in mellifl uous and 
honey-tongued Shakespeare: witness his  Venus and 
Adonis, his Lucrece, his sugared sonnets among his 
friends, etc.” “His sugared sonnets” were not published 
until 1609, and then without permission. Meres goes on 
to list Shakespeare’s plays: Two Gentlemen of Verona, 
Comedy of Errors, Love’s Labour’s Lost, A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream, Merchant of Venice, Richard II, Richard 
III, Henry IV, King John, Titus Andronicus, and Romeo 
and Juliet, as well as Love’s Labours Won—a lost play 
or alternative title. Meres concludes, “The Muses would 
speak with Shakespeare’s fi ne-fi led [polished] phrase if 
they would speak English.”
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During this period, Shakespeare and his fellow Lord 
Chamberlain’s Men acted in England’s fi rst purpose-
built theater, called simply the Theatre. The Theatre 
had been built in 1576 by James Burbage, father of two 
company members: the entrepreneurial Cuthbert and 
the chief tragedian Richard. James died in 1597, two 
months before the lease on the Theatre was to expire, 
and his heir Cuthbert was unable to negotiate an exten-
sion. On a freezing December night in 1598 the Bur-
bages and a dozen other men made the bold move of 
dismantling the Theatre timber by timber and carrying 
the wood south across the Thames, where it was used 
to construct a new theater on the Bankside. To fi nance 
this enterprise the Burbages invited a handful of actors 
to contribute  money and become shareholders. The new 
playhouse was called the Globe Theatre, and William 
Shakespeare held a ten percent share of the company 
and its new acting venue. The economic decision to 
cover the roof with thatch instead of tiles later proved 
to be unfortunate.

Records show that Shakespeare was taxed on a res-
idence in London, and he also purchased land in and 
around Stratford. In 1596 the application for a coat of 
arms that Shakespeare had fi led in his father’s name was 
approved, and in the next year he moved his family to 
New Place, one of the largest houses in town. Now he 
could display his coat of arms on his door and call him-
self “gentleman.” Yet amid these signs of success and 
prosperity, there was also personal loss. Shakespeare’s 
son  Hamnet died in August 1596, at the  age of eleven.

During the last years of Queen  Elizabeth I’s life, 
Shakespeare was London’s leading dramatist. Respond-
ing with patriotic pride to the defeat of the Spanish Ar-
mada in 1588, and then with concern over questions of 
succession to the throne, playwrights provided audienc-
es with a variety of English history plays. Early in his 
career, Shakespeare wrote a group of four plays look-
ing at the reign of Lancastrian King  Henry VI and the 
transfer of power to the Yorkist monarchs culminating 
with the treacherous King Richard III and his defeat by 
Henry Tudor, the founder of the Tudor dynasty. Shake-
speare then wrote another tetralogy providing the earlier 
history with vivid accounts of the Wars of the Roses: 
Richard II; Henry IV, Part I and Part II; and Henry V.

Although perhaps his greatest  comic creation, Sir 
John Falstaff, took life in these history plays, Shake-
speare also excelled in comedy, especially romantic and 
lyric plays suffused with illusion and witty battles be-
tween the sexes. To the plays listed by Meres we can add 

The Taming of the Shrew, Much Ado About Nothing, As 
You Like It, and Twelfth Night.

Shakespeare’s father John died in 1601, an event 
that may have fi gured in the composition of the trag-
edy  Hamlet at around that time. In March 1603 Queen 
 Elizabeth I died, ending Gloriana’s forty-fi ve-year reign 
as England’s Protestant monarch. Almost immediately 
King James VI of Scotland, estranged son of Mary, 
Queen of Scots, but himself nominally a Protestant, 
journeyed to England, where he was crowned King 
 James I. James spoke with a thick Scots accent, had a 
shuffl ing walk and awkward appearance, and disliked 
crowds. Although intelligent, James showed little inter-
est in state affairs unless with handsome young court-
iers. Although the king preferred hunting to theater, he 
authorized the Lord Chamberlain’s Men to become the 
King’s Men, and Shakespeare and his fellow sharehold-
ers were named Grooms of the Royal Chamber.

Shakespeare responded by writing Macbeth, which 
incorporated James’s strong interest in witches and the 
supernatural and the character of Banquo, from whom 
James traced his own regal lineage. This was also the 
period of the composition of the other great tragedies 
Othello, King Lear,  Antony and  Cleopatra, and Corio-
lanus. Shakespeare’s comedies became darker and more 
concerned with sexual intrigue, as in Measure for Mea-
sure and Troilus and Cressida.

Since 1576 a small indoor theater had operated on 
the grounds of a former Dominican monastery within 
the City of London. The black-robed monks gave the 
district and  the theater its name: Blackfriars. James Bur-
bage, the builder of the Theatre, was interested in this 
site for the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, and in 1596 he 
bought more property and built a larger indoor Blackfri-
ars Theatre. But residents of the area, including the com-
pany’s patron, petitioned the Privy Council to forbid the 
Lord Chamberlain’s Men to play there. The theater was 
instead leased to a children’s company, the “aerie of 
children, little eyasses” of which  Hamlet complains. Fi-
nally, in the  summer of 1609, the King’s Men were able 
to lease Blackfriars.

Blackfriars was totally enclosed and artifi cially light-
ed. With two galleries, it could hold around six hundred 
spectators, while the Globe held closer to three thou-
sand. All the Blackfriars patrons were seated; there were 
no groundlings such as those who paid a penny each 
to stand in front of the Globe stage. Indeed, the low-
est admission to Blackfriars was sixpence. Naturally, 
Blackfriars attracted a more affl uent, aristocratic, and 
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homogeneous audience than did the Globe, although 
Shakespeare’s company performed plays in both venues.

The opening of Blackfriars, with its coterie audience, 
coincided with the growth of importance of the king’s 
court and its attendant courtiers and ladies-in-waiting. 
James’s queen consort, Anne of Denmark, was a lover 
of theater. She commissioned a series of extravagant en-
tertainments—court masques—with allegorical stories 
written by Ben Jonson and other playwrights and with 
elaborate sets and costumes designed by Inigo Jones, 
whom she had met at the Danish court. Queen Anne 
and her circle performed these lavish spectacles. Public 
playwrights, Shakespeare included, began to add mas-
quelike elements to their plays as well (such as Pros-
pero’s entertainment for Miranda and Ferdinand in The 
Tempest).

In the fi rst decade of the seventeenth century, writers 
Francis Beaumont and John Fletcher introduced a new 
dramatic genre:  tragicomedy. Tragicomedy is an amal-
gam rather than a mixture of comedy and tragedy. Char-
acters undergo the  suffering associated with tragedy, but 
forces in the universe keep humankind from making ir-
reversible mistakes leading to  tragic results. Thus every-
thing is resolved at the end of such a play, and the focus 
is on forgiveness, reunion, regeneration, and renewal. 
Four of Shakespeare’s last plays, Pericles, Cymbeline, 
The Winter’s Tale, and The Tempest are written in this 
genre, and each contains music and dance associated 
with the spectacle of the court masque.

Although Shakespeare was infl uential in developing 
the  tragicomedy or  romance, he may not have felt com-
fortable in the genre, as he recycled several plots and 
devices from his earlier tragedies. It is almost irresistible 
to see Shakespeare himself in the fi gure of Prospero tak-
ing off his magical robe and burying his magic book to 
return to the everyday world of his home. Shakespeare’s 
revels were, indeed, almost ended.

The last record we have of Shakespeare the actor is 
of his performance in Jonson’s unsuccessful tragedy 
Sejanus in 1603. By 1610, he appears to have traveled 
more often to Stratford, where he continued to make 
investments in property and goods. Shakespeare prob-
ably gave up his London lodgings by 1612, although he 
continued to receive his share of  money generated by 
the King’s Men.

Despite his presumed retirement to Stratford, Shake-
speare bought a house in the Blackfriars district of Lon-
don, but there is no indication that he ever lived there. 
It was probably another  sound investment. In 1612 he 

provided a deposition in a lawsuit between a master and 
a servant who married the master’s daughter and now 
averred that his father-in-law had promised a dowry. 
Shakespeare had lived in the house where these events 
took place eight years earlier, but he was unable to re-
member the specifi cs. This deposition provides some 
details about his time in London. In 1613 Shakespeare 
probably attended the Globe Theatre for the opening of 
his fi nal history play,  Henry VIII, or All Is True, written 
with John Fletcher, but he was back in Stratford on June 
29 when a cannon fi red during a performance of that 
play accidently ignited  the theater’s thatched roof, and 
the Globe burned to the ground. (It was rebuilt the next 
year with a tile roof).

On March 25, 1616, Shakespeare was concerned 
enough about his health to call his lawyer to make fi nal 
provisions in his last will and testament. He included 
bequests to his daughters, to his sister Joan and her 
children, to the poor of Stratford, and to various neigh-
bors and fellow actors. Strangely, he added a provision 
leaving his “second best bed” to his wife, Anne. Anne 
would naturally inherit a third of his estate, but whether 
this last-minute addition was an insult or an inside joke 
eludes us. The signatures on the will are shaky; a month 
later, William Shakespeare died of unknown causes. It 
was April 23, 1616, his fi fty-second birthday. As Ben 
Jonson declared, “He was not of an  age but for all time.”

Barry Gaines
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