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Introduction

Shakespeare

William Shakespeare was born in Stratford-upon-Avon in
1564. He is the most famous writer of plays in the English
language, so it is perhaps surprising that we really know
very little about his life. He probably went to the grammar
school in Stratford, and so it is likely that he had a good
education, especially in Latin.

The next thing we know is that he married Anne
Hathaway in 1582, and they had three children: Suzanna
(born in 1583), and a boy and a girl (Hamnet and Judith)
born at the same time in 1585. »

After that, we know nothing until 1592, when he was
already writing successful plays in London. We don’t know
when he went there. By 1597, Shakespeare had made
enough money as a writer and actor to buy New Place, the
largest house in Stratford. He may have retired to New
Place in 1610, but he continued to write plays. The last
play he wrote was Henry VIII, in 1612. The company were
performing that play at the Globe Theatre on 20 June 1613
when the theatre was burnt to the ground.

Shakespeare died at Stratford on 23 April 1616.

Comedies and tragedies
This book contains the stories of four of Shakespeare’s

2
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plays: two comedies and two tragedies.

Today, a comedy is a play in which the story and the
people are amusing, and which ends happily. In
Shakespeare’s time, a play with a happy ending was a
comedy, but the happenings in the play needn’t all be
amusing,and the characters — the people — may be far from
funny. The happy ending is for the characters we are .
expected to like.

The Merchant of Venice ends happily for Antonio (the
merchant of Venice), his friend Bassanio, the beautiful
and clever Portia, and their friends. So The Merchant of
Venice is a comedy. The ending is not happy for Shylock,
but the people who saw the play in Shakespeare’s time (it
was probably first played in 1598) wouldn’t have liked
Shylock and wouldn’t have been sorry for him.

A Midsummer Night’s Dream was written it about the
same time as The Merchant of Venice. It is a comedy, but
of a different kind. It ends happily for everybody, includ-
ing the two pairs of lovers, the king and queen of the fair-
ies, and even for Bottom, the funny clothmaker.

Most of us like a happy ending to a story or a play, but
the playgoers of Shakespeare’s time also liked to have their
feelings moved by a tragedy. A tragedy is a serious play
that ends sadly, especially one that ends with the death of
the main character or characters.

The main character, for us, in Hamlet is Prince Ham-
let of Denmark. By the end of the 'play, we are very sorry
for him, but we don’t feel that a happy ending would be
right. He dies, and we are sad, but he has died well, and
we feel that the ending is right.

Julius Caesar himself is the cause of almost everything
that happens in the tragedy Julius Caesar, but he is not the
character whose feelings we share. That character is
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Brutus. Even his enemy says about Brutus that “This was
the noblest Roman of them all.” He dies in the play, part-
ly because that is what really happened in history (in 42
BC) ,partly because it is the only end that seems right.

Reading the stories

When we read the stories in this book, we must try to see
- the action and hear the spoken words in two ways. First,
as they were in history; second, as they were played in the
theatre in Shakespeare’s time, with the actors wearing the
clothes of Shakespeare’s time.

Venice in the sixteenth century was a powerful Italian
city-state. Its merchants traded with countries all round
the Mediterranean Sea. Precious goods and materials from
the south and east of Asia came to it by sea from the coun-
tries on the eastern coasts of the Mediterranean. The Ve-
netian merchants sold them to traders from every part of
Europe. The Duke (called the Doge) ruled with a Grand
Council.

The city of Athens in ancient Greece was a less clear
picture in the minds of Shakespeare and the British people
of Queen Elizabeth I's time. Shakespeare didn’t want the
setting to be too clear. He knew, of course, that his Duke
of Athens was a story-book hero (Theseus) from the days
before history was written. In such a place in a far-away
world he could bring in fairies, with their king and queen,
and magic. And it was all fun if the people in his theatre
seemed to find some very foolish “workmen from Athens”
surprisingly like workmen of London in their own time.

Denmark in the tenth century was nearly as misty as
ancient Greece, but some of the people in Shakespeare’s
theatre knew that parts of England had Danish rulers at
that time.
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