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I. Parentage and Birth

A. Parents were John Shakespeare (d 1601) and Mary Arden (d 1608)

1. Both middle-class but illiterate

2. Father was a glover by trade, described as a yeoman and wood-dealer.

a. Prosperous, respected tradesman, active in municipal affairs.

b. 1568 elected Bailiff/Mayor of Stratford

3. Mother was one of the 8 daughters of Robert Arden

B. Henley Street, Stratford-upon-Avon

a. Part family home, part shop/warehouse use in his father’s trade

b. Preserved as a memorial to the poet and is visited by people from all over the world.

C. Eldest son and third child.

a. Practically nothing is known for certain about his childhood.

II. Early education

A. Local grammar school, although no early lists of pupils survive

1. Still in use today.

2. Likely that he saw plays produced by companies of travelling actors in Stratford when he was 5.

3. Read Cicero, Virgil, Ovid, Terence, Plautus, Seneca. 

III. Marriage and Family Life

A. At 18 (1582) he met and married Anne Hathaway (1556-1623)

1. Daughter to Richard Hathaway of Shottery, well-respected, substantial yeoman family

2. She was 26 when they married at the end of 1582

3. Her cottage housed Hathaway descendents until 1892 and now remains as a museum.

B. Children

1. Susanna born in May 1583

a. Married John Hall and had one daughter, Elizabeth

b. Elizabeth married twice but never bore children. When she died Shakespeare’s direct line ended.

2. Twins Hamnet and Judith born in February 1585

a. Hamnet died in 1596 at 11 years of age

b. Judith married, had three sons, died in 1662

IV. Departing Family Life (“The Lost Years”)

A. Shakespeare left Stratford shortly after the birth of the twins.

1. The reason is not definitely known

a. Speculation has it he was avoiding prosecution for poaching (stealing) deer

B. Suggested that he may have been a schoolmaster in the country

C. Traced in London from 1592 onwards, first as an actor then as reviser and writer of plays at 28 years old

1. Recurrent plague kept London’s theatres closed so Shakespeare turned to writing dramatic verse

V. Actor/Playwright

A. Venus and Adonis – his first narrative poem, met with warm reception, and The Rape of Lucrece
B. Lord Chamerlain’s Men (later changed to The Kings Men), 1594

1. Company of players and partnership in various theatrical ventures

2. His business ability contributed to the success of his artistic achievement

C. Blackfriars, 1589 Indoor theatre

D. The Swan, 1595  (Shakespeare and company played in 1596-7)

E. The Globe, 1599

1. Built for Shakespeare’s company

2. Audience summoned by a trumpet and flying flag

3. Food and drink available = spectators were merry and frolick

4. Burned down in 1613 during first performance of King Henry VIII

VI. Plays, Sonnets

A. 38 comedies, tragedies, histories, romances

B. Four major periods of work, spanning 23 years 

1. Experimentation=may be revisions of other men’s work

a. Experimented in verse forms, situations and dramatic appeal

b. Henry VIs, Comedy of Errors, Titus, Richard III,  LLL, Shrew, Two Gents

2. Used tools of the trade

a. Mostly comedies and histories

b. Romeo & Juliet, A  Midsummer Night’s Dream, King John, Merchant, Henry IV’s, & V, The Merry Wives of Windsor,  Much Ado About Nothing,  Julius Caesar, As You Like It, Twelfth Night

3. Greatest tragedies, bitter/problem comedies and most mature work

a. No other writer has proced so many masterpieces in the span of 7 or 8 years

b. Hamlet, Troilus & Cressida, All’s Well That Ends Well,  Measure for Measure, Othello, King Lear, Macbeth, Anthony and Cleopatra, Coriolanus, Timon of Athens

4. Smallest number of plays

a.  Shows him falling off from intensity, but packed with intensity   

b.  Pericles, Cymbeline, Winter’s Tale, Tempest, Henry VIII, Two Noble Kinsmen
C. 154 sonnets

1. ABABCDCDEFEFGG

2. Three quatrains and a couplet written in iambic pentameter

3. Written about two types of love:  romantic or unrequitted

D. Word inventor

1. From Shakespeare we get words such as assassination, barefaced, baseless, bumps, countless, courtship, critic, critical, denote, disgraceful, dishearten, distrustful, dwindle, eventful, exposure, fitful, fretful, gloomy, hurry, impartial, inauspicious, lonely, misplace, monumental, recall, suspicious.

2. He coined the phrases: “public haunt of men”  “fortune’s fool”, “pomp and circumstance”.  From Hamlet we get “mind’s eye”, “a tale untold”, “hold the mirror up to nature”.

VII.
Retirement

A. New Place was purchased in 1597 and was one of the largest houses in Stratford

1. Although he spent much of his career writing in London he later returned often to Stratford

2. Became a townsman and eventually settled permanently in New Place in 1610

VII. Death at 52

A. Died on St. George’s day, which is still an annual celebration in Stratford

1. Cause not known: could be too many pickled heerings and Rhenish wine, a cold, over-indulgence, 

  venereal disease, Burger’s arterial blockage, overwork, depression, pneumonia?  We do not know.

B. Buried at Holy Trinity Church because he was a prominent citizen of Stratford..  Bust inscription/epitaph (anonymous composition) reads:

GOOD FRIEND FOR JESUS SAKE FORBEAR,

TO DIGG THE DUSST ENCLOASED HEARE.

BLESTE BE YE MAN WHO SPARES THESE STONES

AND CURST BE HE WHO MOVES MY BONES.

1.  Didn’t want his grave disturbed.  Superstition of having bones removed to make more room or build over.

C. Bequeathed New Place to Susanna, and then to her daughter Elizabeth.

VIII. The First Folio

A. Produced several years after his death by his theatrical colleagues as a labor of love and posthumous devotion 

B. Preserves what is generally considered the most reliable portrait of Shakespeare
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