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William Shakespeare‟s Life and Times

 Born April 23, 1564

 Died April 23, 1616 ???

 Born and raised in Stratford upon Avon, England

 Educated in public grammar school

 Son of a glover

 Married Anne Hathaway in 1582 (she was 8 

years older than him)

 They had 3 Children



More of Will‟s Life and Times:

His Life in London

 Shakespeare moved to London without his 

family

 In 1592, Shakespeare is described in a local 

London paper as a promising upstart

 By 1594 he is established as an important actor 

and writer for Lord Chamberlain‟s Men

 He started his own acting group, called The 

King‟s Men, and performed at the Globe 

Theater



More of Will‟s Life and Time:

His Publications

 Only half of Shakespeare‟s plays were 

published during his lifetime

 Shakespeare‟s plays were first printed in 

1623, seven years after he died.  This was 

known as The First Folio.

 He wrote 37 plays and 154 Sonnets



Shakespeare‟s Life and Times:  Queen 

Elizabeth

 Elizabeth believed in the divine rights of 

Kings

 She believed she was appointed by God 

to rule England

 To oppose the Queen was to oppose 

God‟s will



Social Hierarchy of 16th Century 

England

 Queen (Royalty)

 Church

 Nobles

 Artisans (Middle Class)

 Apprentices/Indentured Servants

 Common Laborers



The Great Chain of Being

 God was at the top

 Angels

 Men

 Women

 Animals

 Plants

 Rocks

A female Queen of 

England confused 

many during 

Shakespeare’s time, 

as she was ‘out of 

order.’



Early „Modern‟ Thought About the 

Universe

 Ptolemy‟s views were believed

◦ He thought the Earth was the center of the universe

◦ He though 9 celestial bodies circled the Earth

 Moon, Mercury, Venus, sun, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn

 1543 – Copernicus published his ideas about a 

sun-based solar system

 People didn‟t change their views until 1610, 

when Galileo used a telescope to confirm 

Copernicus‟s theory.



The Four Humors

People believed that the body was made up 

of four elements (earth, air, water, and 

fire) and these were represented through 

the four humors:

 Blood

 Phlegm

 Yellow Bile

 Black Bile



The Four Humors

 When Someone was sick, doctors 

believed the humors were out of balance 

(they were in poor humor)

 They would treat these people by 

bleeding them (using leeches or by 

cutting) to restore balance



Daily Life in Elizabethan England

 Infection and disease were rampant

 3 million people lived in England

 England experienced military success and 

success in literature and art

 London was built on the Thames River

 Important trade city, and the country‟s 

capital



Daily Life in Elizabethan England

 London was a meeting place for 

merchants, the court, and writers, 

playwrights, and poets looking for patrons

 City was crowded, and had narrow 

streets

 Houses consisted of a cellar, a shop on 

the ground floor, and two floors of living 

area above the shop.



Daily Life in Elizabethan England

 Bubonic Plague (a.k.a. Black Death) ravaged 

England with two outbreaks:  1592 and 1593

 Rat population carried the disease

 Cats were seen as evil, and dogs had been killed 

by the poor for food

 Many saw the plagues as God‟s punishment

 Officials closed theaters, bear baitings, and 

sporting events to help stop the spread of the 

plague



Daily Life in Elizabethan England

 London was a crowded city without 

sewers

 Theatres were on the South Bank of the 

Thames

 Puritans opposed the theatres because 

they viewed them as “immoral”

 Men and boys played all theatrical roles

 Actors often traveled to different cities to 

perform



High-Class Costumes
In Elizabethan England, what you wore defined who you were.  Laws 

dictated the strict fashions of each social class

 Queen Elizabeth

◦ Wore a bum-roll (bustle), 

farthingale (hoop), and a tightly 

laced corset.

◦ Together, they made her hips 

appear four feet wide and her 

waist appear as thin as a wasp.

◦ She also wore unrestrained 

jewelry, a bright red wig, a 

white, lead-based paste on her 

face, and fancy headpieces and 

collars.



The Noble Class

 Copied the queen, but in 
notably muted styles. 

 Nobles wore imported 
fabrics – silk, lace, and velvet 
– in purple and other royal 
colors

 Many ladies who used white 
paste to imitate Queen 
Elizabeth died from lead 
poisoning

 Ladies would not corset 
their waists smaller than 
the Queen‟s.



Middle Class Artisans

 This class included doctors, 

lawyers, merchants, and 

other property owners

 Their colors were black, 

white, and bright, jewel-

tones such as ruby-red

 They could not wear 

purple, but copied other 

royal styles in a subdued 

way.



Peasants

 Wore leather, wool, and 
linen – all common, 
domestic products

 Cotton, silk, or velvet were 
too expensive

 Their colors were earth 
tones and pastels

 They generally had one 
multilayer outfit, sometimes 
patched together from 
several worn-out outfits



The Globe Theater

 Inside the Globe 

Theater, you would find:

◦ Open air roof

◦ Extra large stage

◦ Balcony

◦ Groundlings

◦ Trap Door

◦ Elaborate costumes

◦ Gallery Seats

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:Globe_Galleries.JPG
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:Globetheatrestage.jpg


What‟s Missing from the Globe?

 Actresses!!

 Scenery

 Props

 Restrooms

 Intermissions

 Director



The Old Globe „TV Guide‟

 When a performance 

was scheduled, flags 

were raised to indicate 

what type of play it was:

◦ Black:  tragedy

◦ White:  comedy

◦ Red:  history

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:Southwark_reconstructed_globe.jpg


Shakespeare‟s Contribution

 Shakespeare wrote a great variety of 

works, including plays, sonnets, and epic 

poetry

 His plays included the traditional 

comedies and tragedies, as well as 

romances and history plays



Shakespeare‟s Poetry

 154 Sonnets (in case you missed it the 

first time)

 Venus and Adonis

 The Rape of Lucrece

 The Phoenix and the Turtle



Shakespeare‟s Comedies

 Laugh at human nature

 Usually involve romantic love

 Struggle of young lovers to overcome 

some difficulty

 Plays usually end in marriage or the 

prospect of marriage



Shakespeare‟s Comedies

 The Comedy of Errors

 The Taming of the Shrew

 The Two Gentlemen of Verona

 A Midsummer Night‟s Dream

 Love‟s Labors Lost

 The Merchant of Venice

 As You Like It

 Much Ado about Nothing

 Twelfth Night

 The Merry Wives of Windsor

 All‟s Well that Ends Well

 Measure for Measure



Shakespeare‟s Tragedies

 Noble protagonist (main character) in a 

highly stressful situation that leads to 

disaster or even death

 Main character usually has a tragic flaw 

that leads to his downfall or death

 Celebrates the human spirit

 Higher the body count, the better the 

ratings



Shakespeare‟s Tragedies

 Titus Andronicus

 Romeo and Juliet

 Julius Caesar

 Hamlet

 Troilus and Cressida

 Othello

 King Lear

 Macbeth

 The Life of Timon of Athens

 Antony and Cleopatra

 Coriolanus



Shakespeare‟s Romances

 These combined elements of comedy and 

tragedy, and focused on human 

relationships

 Separation and reunion of family 

members

 Characters exiled or banished

 Need for patience in adversity

 Emphasized the importance of providence 

(God) in human affairs



Shakespeare‟s Romances

 Characters (especially their names) have 

symbolic meaning

 Sometimes have improbably events and 

exotic locations

 Love is strained by jealousy or conflict

 Plays end with the spirit of hope (reunion 

or reconciliation)



Shakespeare‟s Romances

 The Tempest

 The Winter‟s Tale

 Cymbeline

 Pericles Prince of Tyre



Shakespeare‟s Histories

 Ten plays dealing with key events in English 
history

 Politic themes – the gain and loss of power

 Worked to define the “perfect” king

 Focus not only on royalty but on the lives of 
common people in England

 Plays sometimes present a distrust of those in 
authority

 “Power tends to corrupt.  Absolute power 
corrupts absolutely”



Shakespeare‟s Histories

 The First Part of King Henry VI

 Second and Third parts of King Henry VI

 Tragedy of Richard III

 Life and Death of King John

 Tragedy of Richard II

 Henry IV (part one)

 Henry IV (part two)

 Life of King Henry V

 Life of King Henry VIII


