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Chapter 14 – Section 4
The World of European Culture

Female Narrator: William Shakespeare was born on St. George's Day, the 23rd of April 1564. He came into a world where life was mostly nasty, brutish and short. His father was a glove maker and also a tanner and a butcher. Within three months of his birth Stratford was hit by plague, as it frequently was, and one in seven of the town’s inhabitants was killed. His two older siblings had both died in infancy. When Shakespeare later wrote his plays he was to show a gruesomely precise knowledge of butchery perhaps this is why so many dripped with blood and conjured the stench of death.
Male Speaker: “Now could I drink hot blood and do such bitter business as the day would quake to look on.” - Hamlet
Female Narrator: The Sixteenth century was a dangerous place, Catholics' and Protestants fought for religious supremacy. In England the Protestants were winning, but that brought with it the constant threat of war or invasion from Catholic Europe. Peace time was just as uncertain, the plague, a lethal virus spread by a mere sneeze kept life expectancy to thirty eight years. As William Shakespeare began his life Elizabeth I was beginning her reign, she brought stability and encouraged drama and music. We know that one of the most famous troupes in the country, the queen’s men visited Stratford at this time. They had just lost one of their actors, perhaps teenage William stepped into his shoes, perhaps who knows, but somewhere along the line he did develop skills as an actor. By the end of the Sixteenth century, London was the theater capital of the world, actors had been disreputable men of no fixed abode, but now they were creeping towards the establishment. Permanent theaters, professional acting companies, licensed plays, a new world with money to be made from writing. Shakespeare was the first playwright to become rich by his quill. One of the first permanent theaters had been erected by the theatrical impresario James Burbach, just a few years before Shakespeare’s arrival in London. In 1594, Burbach's son and a dozen other actors, including Shakespeare, formed a theater company called the Lord Chamberlain's Men. They all shared the profits enabling Shakespeare to become a professional writer and freeing him from the dependence on patronage that other writers of the age relied on. With wealth came the freedom to write what he wanted. It was a freedom that made him playful he wrote several comedies such as “A Midsummer Night's Dream”, “Much Ado About Nothing” and “As You Like It”. Shakespeare used the irony of comedy to create worlds in which a fool could speak with the wisdom of a king and a king could experience the raw life of a pauper, turning the world upside down was something he always loved to do even in his history plays it was a way of making everyone equal and giving everyone a voice.
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