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William Shakespeare was born in Stratford—upon—Avon, a small country town. He
was the eldest son of Mary Arden, the daughter of a local landowner, and her husband,
John Shakespeare (c. 1530—-1601), a glover and wool dealer. In 1568 John Shakespeare
was made a mayor of Stratford. His wool business failed in the 1570s, and in 1580 he was
fined £ 40, with other 140 men, for failing to find surety to keep the peace. There is not

record that his fine was paid. Later the church commissioners reported of him and eight
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other men that they had failed to attend church “for fear of process for debt”. The family’s
position was restored in the 1590s by earnings of William Shakespeare, and in 1596 he
was awarded a coat of arms.

Very little is known about Shakespeare early life, and he is assumed to have been e~
ducated at Stratford Grammar School, and he may have spent the years 1580-82 as a
teacher for the Roman Catholic Houghton family in Lancashire. When Shakespeare was
15, a woman from a nearby village drowned in the Avon. Her death was ruled accidental
but it may have been a suicide. Later in Hamlet Shakespeare left open the question
whether Ophelia died accidentally or by her own hand. At the age of 18, Shakespeare
married a local girl, Anne Hathaway (died 1623), who was eight years older. Their first
child, Susannah, was born within six months, and twins Hamnet and Judith were born in
1585. Hamnet, Shakespeare’ s only son, died in 1596, at the age of 11.

According to a legend, he left Stratford for London to avoid a charge of poaching.
After 1582 Shakespeare probably joined as an actor one or several companies of players.
By 1584 he emerged as a rising playwright in London, and became soon a central figure in
London’s leading theater company. He wrote many great plays for the group. In 1599 a
new theater, called The Globe, was built.

Romeo and Juliet was based on real lovers who lived in Verona, Italy, and died for
each other in the year 1303. At that time the Capulets and Montagues were among the in—
habitants of the town. Shakespeare found the tale in Arthur Brooke’s poem “The Tragical
History of Romeus and Juliet”(1562). The play has inspired other works, such as Berlioz’s
dramatic symphony (1839), Tchaikovsky’s fantasy—overture (1869—-80), and Prokofiev’s
full-length ballet (1938). The Tempest, often considered Shakespeare’s farewell to his
theatrical art.

About 1610 Shakespeare returned to his birthplace, where he had a house, called
New Place. He lived as a country gentleman, drank beer, and co—wrote with John Fletcher
The Two Noble Kinsmen, first published in 1634. A number of Shakespeare’s plays were
published during his lifetime, but none of the original dramatic manuscripts have survived.
The original Globe burned down in 1613, but was rebuilt next year. Shakespeare’s later



plays were also performed at the Blackfriars Theatre, which was run by a seven-man syn—
dicate. Shakespeare was one of its members. Under the patronage of King James I, the
company also performed at court, more often than during the reign of Queen Elizabeth.

Shakespeare died on April 23, 1616. His widow was legally entitled to a third of the
estate. Anne Hathaway died seven years after her husband. Accroding to a story, she and
her daughter wished to be buried in Shakespeare’s grave.

Shakespeare wrote at least 37 plays, which have traditionally been divided into
comedies, histories, tragedies, and romances. His best comedies are perhaps As You Like
It, The Merchant of Venice, A Midsummer’s Night Dream, and Twelfth Night. His
histories tell the stories of kings of England. The most popular ones are Henry IV (Parts |
and II), Henry V, and Richard IIl. His great tragedies are Hamlet, Othello, king Lear,
Macbeth, and Antony and Cleopatra. These plays look deeply into the human soul.
Shakespeare’s best romance is perhaps his last play, The Tempest. Shakespeare’s poetic
power reached great heights in this beautiful, lyrical play. Even if Shakespeare had never
written any of his great dramas, he would still have been considered to be a great poet,
since he also wrote two long narrative poems Venus and Adonis and The Rape of Lu-

crece, and a series of 154 sonnets.
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Rabindranath Tagore was born in Calcutta, India into a wealthy Brahmin family, Af-
ter a brief stay in England (1878) to attempt to study law, he returned to India, and instead
pursued a career as a writer, playwright, songwriter, poet, philosopher and educator. Dur-
ing the first 51 years of his life he achieved some success in the Calcutta area of India
where he was born and raised with his many stories, songs and plays. His short stories
were published monthly in a friend’s magazine and he even played the lead role in a few
of the public performances of his plays. Otherwise, he was little known outside of the Cal-
cutta area, and not known at all outside of India.

This all suddenly changed in 1912. He then returned to England for the first time
since his failed attempt at law school as a teenager. Now a man of 51, his was accompa~—
nied by his son. On the way over to England he began translating, for the first time, his
latest selections of poems, Gitanjali, into English. Almost all of his work prior to that time
had been written in his native tongue of Bengali. He decided to do this just to have some—

thing to do, with no expectation at all that his first ime translation efforts would be any



good. He made the handwritten translations in a little notebook he carried around with him
and worked on during the long sea voyage from India. Upon arrival, his son left his father’s
brief case with this notebook in the London subway. Fortunately, an honest person turned
in the brief case and it was recovered the next day. Tagore’s one friend in England, a fa—
mous artist he had met in India, Rothenstein, learned of the translation, and asked to see
it. Reluctantly, with much persuasion, Tagore let him have the notebook. The painter
could not believe his eyes. The poems were incredible. He called his friend, W.B. Yeats,
and finally talked Yeats into looking at the hand scrawled notebook.

The rest, as they say, is history. Yeats was enthralled. He later wrote the introduction
to Gitanjali when it was published in September 1912 in a limited edition by the India
Society in London. Thereafter, both the poetry and the man were an instant sensation, first
in London literary circles, and soon thereafter in the entire world. His spiritual presence
was awesome. His words evoked great beauty. Nobody had ever read anything like it. A
glimpse of the mysticism and sentimental beauty of Indian culture were revealed to the
West for the first time. Less than a year later, in 1913, Rabindranath received the Nobel
Prize for literature. He was the first non—westerner to be so honored. Overnight he was fa—
mous and began world lecture tours promoting intercultural harmony and understanding.
In 1915 he was knighted by the British King George V.

In 1919, following the Amritsar massacre of 400 Indian demonstrators by British
troops, Sir Tagore renounced his Knighthood. Although a good friend of Mohandas
Karamchand Gandhi, most of the time Tagore stayed out of politics. He was opposed to
nationalism and miltiarism as a matter of principle, and instead promoted spiritual values
and the creation of a new world culture founded in multi—culturalism, diversity and toler—
ance. He served as a spiritual and creative beacon to his countrymen, and indeed, the
whole world.

Rabindranath Tagore’s creative output tells you a lot about this renaissance man.
The variety, quality and quantity are unbelievable. As a writer, Tagore primarily worked in
Bengali, but after his success with Gitanjali, he translated many of his other works into

English. He wrote over one thousand poems; eight volumes of short stories; almost two
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