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William Shakespeare

1
Childhood in Stratford

In 1565 Stratford-on-Avon”? was a very busy place. It was
one of the largest towns in Warwickshire®, with a beautiful
church called Holy Trinity® and a fine bridge over the river
Avon. London was only a hundred miles (160 km) away
and there were good roads which connected it with Strat-
ford. Trade was good and there were plenty of opportuni-
ties®. Stratford was an attractive place for the young men
who lived in the villages nearby who did not want to be
farmers like their fathers.

John Shakespeare was one of the young man who came
to Stratford to begin a new life. The trade he chose to learn
was glovemaking® and , in time®, he becamé very success-
ful. He married a local girl called Mary Arden who came

from a good family and he became an important person in
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the town. By 1565 John Shakespeare was an officer of the
town and later he became the mayor (the most important
member of the town government). - .

In 1558 J;)hn’s first child, a girl, was born. It was a
good year for England as well as for John Shakespeare be-
cause it was the year in which Elizabeth I® became Queen of
England. Although there were many political and religious®
problems and England was not very:-friendly with Spain,
English people were very hopeful about the future. It was:
the beginning of a great age.

‘f"’ %
< 13

In 1562 the Shakespeares had another baby daughter
but unfortunately, she, like her elder sister, died soon after
shé was born. In 1564, John Shakespeare’s Tuck returned®:
his first son was born. The records of Holy Trihity church
in Stratford say that the baby was given the name William
on 26th:April 1564. There is no record of the exact day the
baby was born but English people like to thinkvthat Shake-
speare was born on 23rd April not only because:he died on
23rd -April 1616 but also because 23rd April is St George’s
Day®. St George is the patron saint® of England. . .

The year in which William was born was & year of
plague@ in the town and John Shakespeare knew that he was
lucky that his baby son had lived through the dangerous ear-
ly .months of iiie. The plague was a terrible illness;. it was
yvery common in England and the rest of Europe at that time
but nobody knew that the plague was. carried by rats (small
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animals like mice but bigger and more dangerous). People

thought that the plague was a punishment from God S0
the rats continued to live and the plague continued to
spread.

In the same year as William, another small boy was
born in Canterbury®, about 240 km away from Stratford.-
His father was a shoemaker and his name was Christopher
Marlowe®. He too, was going to become a famous play-
wright®. English drama, as well as John Shakespeare,
could look forward to a bright future.

There had been plays in England for several hundred
years. The people of Stratford, as in many other towns, en-
joyed drama from time to time. Sometimes the church ser-
vices® had some drama in them, especially the services at
Christmas and Easter®. The priests (men of the church)
would act for the people because all the services were in
Latin, which most people did not understand. If they could
see real people speaking and acting scenes from Christ’s life
then they could understand and remember them more easily.

For hundreds of years English'people had been able to
watch religious plays. They were often acted 'in groups,
each play telling one part of a long story from the Bible®. It
was a custom for a lot of these plays to be acted out one af-
ter the other on the day of Corpus Christi® at Easter time. !

The people also saw morality plays®, which were not

religious but were sometimes acted by professional ractors
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who travelled from town to town. The characters in the
play were not like real people, but more like good or bad
qualities in human form®. They had names like ‘wisdom’,
. ‘pleasure’ and ‘foolishness’. Even though the characters
were not like .real people, these plays were very popular
with the people of Stratford. They showed the happiness
and sadness of their own lives in-a way they could under-
stand. it helped them to see their problems acted out by oth~
er people.and it gave them comfort. . L

There was a lot of violent physical action® in the moral-
ity plays and the audience® was often just as violent. They
did not, sit and, watch quietly as audiences do today but they
cried i the play was tragic (sad) or shoyted with .laughtef if

the play was comi¢ (funny).

Religious plays.and morality plays were not taken very,
seriously by the educated .people of the time®. They .be-
lieyed that all the best plays had been written by .the Greek
and Roman® writers of the earlier times. They thought that
the best any English writer could do was to. write good
copies® of these older plays. But at the time that William
was born, ideas about the theatre and about the English lan-
guage were just beginning to change: three years before
Shakespeare was born, a play called Gorboduc -was . per-
formed for the queen. The form of the play was copied from
a Roman play, but it was still a good play. The most impor-
tant thing was that it was written in English. This perfor-
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mance reminds us of? two other signs that England was
nearly ready for.a playwright such:as William Shakespeare:
firstly, educated English people were beginning to realise

. that their own language might be just as suitable for.educa-

tion, books and the law as it was for farming, shopping and
the: home; and secondly Queen Elizabeth herself was very
fond of the theatre®.: _ S

By 1568 William was four years old and was heginning
to notice life in Stratford. In that year his father was cl';osen
as mayor (the most important man) of the town. William
was old enough to be happy for his father when he appeared
in his mayor’s clothes with all the other important people of
the town®. S oo R A

‘The next year a group of professional actors visited
Stratford and the town gave them a big welcome. William’s
father, because he was the mayor, helped to welcome them

and the Earl® of Worcester’s men - performed their .plays in"

the town. This was five-year-old William’s first experience
of English drama. S - o

It was in these early years that the young William
Shakespeare caught the feeling of excitement® that the trav-
elling actors brought with them. Perhaps he watched the
play from his father’s knee—— they certainly had a good
view 'because Will’s® father was an important man in the
town. Will loved the bright colours, the costumes and the

scenery® and especially the scene at the end of one of the




morality plays when the hero® (the most important actor)
was changed into a pig! Drama was exciting and yet it was
part of everyday life in Stratford; the different groups of ac-
tors came and went every year like the seasons. People did
not go to the theatre as they do today (there were no- build-
ings called ‘theatres’), but the theatre came to them. The
seeds of Shakespeare’s love for the theatre were sown in

those days and, as we know, the fruit was very very good.
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Exerclses B L T
- Give the definition of each explanation.
1. The first Queen of England is .
2. The patron saint in‘England is . S
3. Plays which tell the stories from thie Bible are

4. Plays which present the good and bad' qdalities of
human form are - ' . . T LR

5. Thé most impdrtant actor in a play is called = :
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Schooldays
H D o iyl

No'one can be sure how long William’ sc‘hdoldéys lasted: Tn
fact, no one is sure where he went to schooly although most
people agree that he probably went to Stratford Grammar
School®, which offéred free education to sons of ftill‘gitizens
of Stratford®, such-as John Shakespeare. f

In the sixteenth’ century, boys ustally went-to school
between the ages of seven and thirteen. First, they'went to
an elémentary school®. Here they practised reading end
writing' in ‘English. ‘Later, the boys went to ‘a grammar
school. Grammar schools were called ‘grammar’ schools,
not because they taught English grammar, but becausesthey
taught Latin grammar. In fact, the main purpose of a gram-
mar- school ‘'was to teach Latin. For most people at’ this
time, education meant learning Latin because there were °
very few books written in English. The works of Geoffery
Chaucer®(a writer of the fourteenth century, who wrote in
English) were not understood by most people, and the Bible
alone was not enough. The Englishlanguage had- a great fu-
ture, but for the eleven-year-old boys at grammar school all
the lessons were in Latin. '

The fact that Shakespeare did not- learn English gram-
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mar may have been a good thing. When he later came to
write for the theatre, he did not feel that he had to follow
any rules about the language®. This is why Shalgespegre’é
language is so free and unusual. He was not afraid of c'haﬁEi
ing the English language and if he could not find a suitable
word for a speech he would make a new one. It is thanks to
him that the English language is so rich today®. ,
~ Let us look at three other children in the year when
William, was eleven years old, who all, knew him as an
édult. There was a three-year-old boy in Westminster who
was the son of a builder. He is better known as the play-
wright Ben Jonson®. There was a five-year-old girl in>Lon-
don who was the daughter ‘of one of the queen's mausicians®.
In later years she and William hecame very.good friends.
William often wrote about her in his poems although he nev-
er gave her name—— which was Emilia. Bassano®, She.is
known as ‘the dark lady’ because she is always described in
the sonnets® as having dark hair, dark eyes and'dark skin.
' The third child who was later to know Shakespeare was. a
child called Henry Wriothesley, who was .two years old at
this. time. He later became the third Earl of,Southampton
and he, too, played an important part in William’s later life.
. Queen: Elizabeth 1 liked drama she herself was quite
a dramatic character®. She had a difficult job: being. the

monarch® at that time, Political problems and religious
problems were much the same thing in Elizabethan Eng-
10




