A BRIEF LIFE OF

Shakespeare’s birthday is traditionally said to be
the 23rd of April – St George’s Day, patron saint of
England. A good start for England’s greatest writer.
But that date and even his name are uncertain.
He signed his own name in different ways.
“Shakespeare” is now the accepted one out of
dozens of different versions.
He was born at Stratford-upon-Avon in 1564, and
baptized on 26th April. His mother, Mary Arden,
was the daughter of a prosperous farmer. His
father, John Shakespeare, a glovemaker, was a respected civic
figure – and probably also a
Catholic. In 1570, just as Will
began school, his father
was accused of illegal
dealings. The family fell
into debt and disrepute.
Will attended a local
school for eight
years. He did not go to
university. The next ten
years are a blank filled
by suppositions. Was he
briefly a Latin teacher, a
soldier, a sea-faring explorer?
Was he prosecuted and whipped
for poaching deer?
We do know that in 1582 he married Anne Hathaway,
eight years his senior, and three months pregnant.
Two more children – twins – were born three years
later but, by around 1590, Will had left Stratford to
pursue a theatre career in London. Shakespeare’s
apprenticeship began as an actor and “pen for hire”.
He learned his craft the hard way. He soon won fame
as a playwright with often-staged popular hits.
He and his colleagues formed a stage company,
the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, which built the famous
Globe Theatre. It opened in 1599 but was destroyed
by fire in 1613 during a performance of Henry VIII

which used gunpowder special effects. It was rebuilt
in brick the following year.
Shakespeare was a financially successful writer
who invested his money wisely in property. In 1597,
he bought an enormous house in Stratford, and in
1608 became a shareholder in London’s Blackfriars
Theatre. He also redeemed the family’s honour by
acquiring a personal coat of arms.
Shakespeare wrote over 40 works,
including poems, “lost” plays and
collaborations, in a career
spanning nearly 25 years. He
retired to Stratford
in 1613, where he died
on 23rd April 1616,
aged 52, apparently
of a fever after a
“merry meeting” of
drinks with friends.
Shakespeare did in
fact die on St George’s
Day! He was buried
“full 17 foot deep” in
Holy Trinity Church,
Stratford, and left an
epitaph cursing anyone who
dared disturb his bones.
There have been preposterous theories
disputing Shakespeare’s authorship. Some claim
that Sir Francis Bacon (1561–1626), philosopher and
Lord Chancellor, was the real author of Shakespeare’s
plays. Others propose Edward de Vere, Earl of
Oxford (1550–1604), or, even more weirdly,
Queen Elizabeth I. The implication is that the “real”
Shakespeare had to be a university graduate or an
aristocrat. Nothing less would do for the world’s
greatest writer.
Shakespeare is mysteriously hidden behind
his work. His life will not tell us what inspired
his genius.
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