The Life and Times of Billy Shakes

Lifeline

1564 -Billy is born in April in Stratford-on-Avon. There is no specific record of 
his birth, but the church recorded his baptism on the 23rd, so that is when 
his birthday is celebrated. Father = prosperous leather man, Mother = 

daughter of wealthy landowner.

1576 – Bill went to school, learned Latin and Bible, until he was twelve, then had 

to leave.  

1582 - Bill marries Anne Hathaway on November 27th he’s 18 and she’s 26.

1583 - Bills’ daughter Susanna is born.

1585 – Bill’s twins, Judith and Hamnet, are born.

1587 – Bill went to London to be an actor, then a playwright.

1592 – Bill is recognized as an actor, poet and playwright.

1595 – Bill joined the most successful acting company in London: The Lord 
Chamberlain’s Men.

1595 – Bill’s some Hamnet died and he wrote King John (his worst play).

1596 – Bill became the favorite of the king and queen.

1500-1600 – London is cultural and commercial center of the country with 


plentiful musicians, bars, entertainment, prostitution, gambling and 


violent sports. 

1599 – Bill’s acting company lost the lease on its theatre, called The Theatre, so 
they built their own theatre with wood from the old one and called it The 
Globe.

1610 – Bill retired and returned to Stratford, where he was born. 

1613 – The Globe burns down.

1616 – Bill dies on his birthday after a drunken party.

Prominent Works

Comedies: Romantic fantasies to entertain.

The Taming of the Shrew

A Midsummer’s Night’s Dream

The Merchant of Venice

Much Ado About Nothing

As You Like It

Twelfth Night 

Tragedies: Death, morality, destruction caused from breaking moral laws.

Julius Caesar

Henry VIII

Antony and Cleopatra

Romeo and Juliet

Hamlet

Othello

The Tragedy of King Lear

Macbeth

Tempest

Histories: Moral lessons to be learned from ambition and treacherous leaders.

Shakespearean Theatre


Before his time and when Bill was a young boy, troupes of actors performed whenever they could: in halls, courts, courtyards and any other open spaces available. In 1574, however, when Bill was 10, a law was passed that required plays to be registered and theatres to be licensed. Almost immediately, several theatres appeared across the nation, mostly centered around London.


Elizabethan theatres were generally built after the design of the original Theatre. Built of wood, these theatres were comprised of three tiers of seats in a circular shape, with a stage on one side of the circle. The audience’s seats and part of the stage were roofed, but much of the main stage was open to the elements. About 1,500 audience members (usually nobility) could pay extra money to sit in the roofed seating areas, while about 800 “groundlings” (poorer people) paid less money to stand the open area in front of the stage. The stage itself was divided into three areas: a main stage with doors at the rear and a curtained back area, an upper canopied area called “heaven” (for balcony scenes) and an area under the stage called “hell” which was accessed by a trap door. There was no curtain to be closed in front of the stage so scenes had to flow into each other and all “dead bodies” had to be dragged off stage. 

Performances took place during the day, using natural light from the open center of the theatre. Since there was no dramatic lighting and there were very little scenery or props, audiences relied on actors’ lines and stage directions to supply  the time of day and year, the weather, location and mood of scenes. Billy was a master at doing this. Also, actors had to be skilled at fencing, tumbling, dancing and music.  Audience got into plays emotionally, they threw fruit, and yelled at the actors.  There were trap doors, crude sound effects, and most action, such as battles, takes place off stage.  There were no women actors because it was not considered proper.  The roles of women were played by young boys before their voices changed.  The women characters were witty and intelligent.  Apron stages were used to get closer to the audience.  The females wore long dresses, ruffs around neck, high necklines, cloaks, fans, heavy materials, hats, masks, feathers, beads, curled hair, wigs, hoods, and ornaments.  The males dressed like “peacocks;” they wore silks, satins, velvet, hats, ruffles, starched collars, tights, short balloon shorts called tunics, and slippers with pointed toes.  Renaissance men could fence, joust, ride a horse, athletic, wrote poetry, sang love songs, dressed to attract females, and they were leggy.


One important difference between plays written in Shakespeare’s time and those written today is that Billy’s plays were published after their performances, sometimes even after the author’s deaths, and were in many ways just a record of what happened on stage, rather than directions for a performance. 


Although Shakespeare’s language and classical references seem archaic to some modern readers, they were familiar to his audience. Remember that topical means a reference to a specific time period and his works were written about 400 years ago. If someone reads “Whadup dawg?” in a 2004 text 400 years from now, it will appear confusing. Billy’s plays were not all serious; even his most tragic plays use clown characters for comic relief. Bill also introduced new words to the English language by pushing its usage, such as with the word “amazement.”  

Why study William Shakespeare?

1) The dramatic stories are entertaining.

2) The plays he wrote relate to today’s problems of greed, jealousy and power. 

3) His characters show insight into real people and give us more understanding

    of those around us; modern psychology in 1600’s.

4) He gives a colorful picture of history and famous people such as Julius Ceasar, 

    Cleopatra and Richard III.

5) He is optimistic: “good” always triumphs in the end. (Trend setter?)

6) His poetry is remarkable: “All’s fair in love and war,” “All the world’s a 

    stage,” “To be or not to be.”

7) His plays encourage imagination: witches and magic.

8) His themes are timeless and universal: Romeo and Juliet/West Side Story

9) He is considered one of the best writers of all time; to be literate, you need to have knowledge of him. 

Why not study William Shakespeare?

1) He has several careless errors in his writing. In Romeo and Juliet, he talks about lighting fires for cold, but it never gets cold in Italy and in Midsummer Night’s Dream he talks about chimneys in Athens, which is also warm all year.

2) Many of his plays have too many subplots, which makes them very confusing. 

3) Some off stage action is ridiculous today. 

Various Vocab:

Soliloquy - an actor talks to himself alone on stage for us to read thoughts.

Aside - actor talks to the audience, or to themselves. Other characters don’t hear it; it is a way to read the character’s thoughts.

Monologue - long speech to others, with others on stage.

Dialogue - long discussion between characters.

Masque - song and dance, extravagant performance.

Elizabethan Renaissance Theatre


Queen Elizabeth I of England ruled from 1558-1603 (45 years), which was the longest reign thus far in England. She greatly influenced English culture by encouraging theatre, pushing for trade and exploration and by being strong and merciful. She never married and was hence called the “Virgin Queen.” During her reign, England’s feudal system collapsed and a middle class arose, making her a very well liked ruler. Playwrights often sought her sponsorship, meaning she would pay them to perform just for her and her court. 


Renaissance means rebirth and the renaissance theatre was a rebirth of the classic Greek and Roman culture which emphasized expressions of science, art, and learning. It has a “man-centered” point of view that celebrated man and his accomplishments in a joyful spirit. As a part of this rebirth, people began to question established beliefs, such as Catholicism and began the Protestant Reformation. People were excited, not afraid of discovering new lands. New kinds of literature emerged as well, such as the sonnet (as was popular in Italy). The plays written by these playwrights were poetic dramas: plays which had a specific rhythm and rhyme. 

