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Who is 

Shakespeare                 anyway? 

H

E is the most famous writer of all time, widely considered to be the 
greatest playwright the world has ever seen and a � ne poet, too.

His plays have been performed, read and 
studied all over the world for the past 400 
years and his work translated into almost 
every language on Earth. Shakespeare 
festivals take place across the globe, and 
it is likely that every day of every year, 
a Shakespeare play is being performed 
somewhere on the planet.     

 But the truth is that many aspects of 
Shakespeare’s life remain a mystery. � is 
is because very few records of his life and 
times have survived, so a lot of detective 
work has been done by experts over the 
last few hundred years to try to piece 
together Shakespeare’s story. 

  Although he was a successful writer 
in his lifetime, Shakespeare also earned 
a living from acting and, from around 
the turn of the 17th century, from his 
share in the Globe theatre (see p16) and 
the property he owned around Stratford. 
He began to gain a lot of recognition for 
his writing towards the end of the reign of 
Queen Elizabeth I, and was invited by her to 

perform his plays in the Royal Court. 
  � is special edition of First News will look 

at Shakespeare, his work and the dramatic 
times he lived in.

BORN: 1564 – the exact date is unknown, 
but Shakespeare was baptised on 26 April.

PLACE OF BIRTH: Stratford-upon-
Avon in the Midlands. � is would become 
Shakespeare’s main home, though from 
around 1590 he split his time between 
Stratford and London.

CHILDHOOD: William was one of eight 
children. As a baby, he survived a terrible 
bout of plague that killed one in � ve of the 
population of Stratford.

BACKGROUND: Shakespeare’s parents 
were well-o�  (and therefore able to educate 
their children, unlike many people at the 
time). Mum Mary was a farmer’s daughter 
and dad John was a glove-maker, local baili�  
and uno�  cial wool trader (he was later � ned 
for this).

SCHOOL DAYS: As a young boy, 
Shakespeare went to a grammar school in 
Stratford, which still exists and is called the 
King Edward VI School today. Children spent 
a lot of the school day studying Latin and 
they also learned rhetoric, which is the art of 
persuasive speaking and writing. 

RELIGION: Shakespeare would almost 
certainly have had a religious upbringing, 
taking his con� rmation at age seven and 
being a regular churchgoer.

ENGLAND: Shakespeare grew up in 
Tudor times, with Queen Elizabeth I ruling 
the country. Her reign is described as the 
Elizabethan era. In 1603, James I was 
crowned King. 

MARRIAGE: He married Anne Hathaway, 
a farmer’s daughter, in 1582 when he was 
just 18 years old and she was 26. 

NICKNAME: He was probably referred to 
as Will by friends and family. He has since 
been nicknamed � e Bard. 

Shakespeare 
         fact fi le



Shakespeare                  in numbers

52
– the age at which 
Shakespeare died.

More than 
500,000 people 
attend the Royal 

Shakespeare Company’s 
productions of � e Bard’s 

plays every year. 

102 
million 

– the number of sites 
about Shakespeare 

that appear in a 
Google search. 

Didst thee 

knoweth?
MOST men in Shakespeare’s time married 

in their mid-twenties. William married 
young because his girlfriend was pregnant. 

� eir � rst child, Susanna, was born six 
months after the wedding.

Why he matters 
Shakespeare has long been considered by academics, 

theatre critics and theatre fans to be both the greatest 
writer in the English language and the greatest writer of 
all time. Not only did he write and act in a large number 
of plays, but he wrote great work in three di� erent 
genres: comedy, tragedy and history. His writing is 
clever and realistic, his use of language very original and 
inventive and the drama in his plays has kept audiences 
gripped from the 1500s to the present day. As well as 
changing drama forever, Shakespeare has also had a big 
in� uence on the English language (see page 5).

2 
– the number of Shakespeare 
plays translated into 

Klingon, a made-up 
alien language in the 
sci-�  franchise Star 

Trek. � e plays 
are Hamlet and 
Much Ado About 

Nothing. 

It is thought his 
last play, � e Two Noble 
Kinsmen, was co-written 

with a writer named 
John Fletcher in 

1613. � e two also 
worked together 
on a history play 

called Henry 
VIII. 

In total, 
Shakespeare is 

thought to have written 
36 plays featuring more 
than 1,000 characters. 
In addition, he co-wrote 

two plays.

1 
– believed to be the 

number of Shakespeare 
plays lost and never 
found. Experts think 

the play is called 
Cardenio.

Shakespeare 
wrote 1.5 plays 
a year between 

1589 and 1613.

Shakespeare 
wrote 5 

poems 
and 154 
sonnets. 

� ere are 
16 comedies, 

10 history 
plays and 12 
tragedies. 

� ere are 
420 � lm and 

TV adaptations 
of Shakespeare’s 

plays. 

4 
billion – the 

total estimated sales 
of Shakespeare’s 
plays and poems.

“Love all, trust 

a few, Do 

wrong to none”

– William Shakespeare, All’s Well � at Ends Well, 
act I, scene I

A Star Trek fan Star Trek fan Star Trek
dressed as a 

Klingon

Shakespeare 
is the best-selling is the best-selling 

playwright of all time

A 1979 production of 
Shakespeare’s tragedy 

King Lear

John Fletcher
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LOOK OUT for the words in blue throughout 
this newspaper. � ey appear in the glossary on page 30. 
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Birthplace of a genius 

The house in Stratford-
upon-Avon where 
Shakespeare was born

S

HAKESPEARE will always be associated with the Midlands town of Stratford-upon-Avon. � e house where he was born and grew 
up is still standing on Henley Street in the town. Shakespeare spent the � rst � ve years of his marriage to Anne living at this house, 

which is now a major tourist attraction. 

He and his wife had three children: Susanna, born 
in 1583, and twins Hamnet and Judith, born in 1585. 
Tragically, Hamnet died at the age of 11, although there 
is no record of the cause of death.

When � e Bard’s children were still very small, he 
began to enjoy success on the London stage both as 
an actor and writer, and so he very likely spent a lot 
less time at his family home in Stratford. � e London 
theatre scene was growing very quickly in the late 16th 
century and Shakespeare knew he had to be in the city 
to ful� ll his dream career.

But in 1597 he bought New Place, one of the largest 
houses in the Stratford area, and � ve years later he 

bought 107 acres of land there, so he probably visited 
fairly often.  

Stratford in the sixteenth century was an important 
and busy market town. Situated on the River Avon, 
farmers and villagers from far away would cross the 
river to attend the town’s markets. It is very likely that 
the town was visited frequently by acting companies 
performing plays, which is how Shakespeare’s love for 
theatre developed.  

� e town has been home to the Royal Shakespeare 
Company since it was founded in 1961 but, before that, 
in 1879, the Shakespeare Memorial � eatre opened in 
Stratford and put on several of � e Bard’s plays. 

Shakespeare was born at a great time for an actor and 
a writer. Plays were becoming a popular and respected 
form of writing and when Shakespeare was just two 
years old, the � rst play written entirely in English prose 
(not in verses like a poem) was performed. It was called 
� e Supposes and was written by George Gascoigne. 
It later in� uenced Shakespeare’s � e Taming Of � e 
Shrew. By the time Shakespeare was a young man, the 
English theatre scene was developing fast and theatre 
was becoming a very popular form of entertainment for 
everyone, from the poor to the very rich. 

It is unclear exactly when Shakespeare began acting, 
but he probably started his career with one of the many 
small touring companies that went around England. 
Bouts of the deadly plague would make London 

impossible to perform in, so companies left the capital 
and played in small towns around the country instead.

It is thought that the � rst company Shakespeare 
belonged to was called the Pembroke’s Men, which 
he possibly joined in 1592. We do know for sure, 
however, that he joined the Lord Chamberlain’s Men 
soon after they were founded in 1594 and was a 

member throughout the rest of his career. � e Lord 
Chamberlain’s Men became the most important 
company in London, though they had big rivals in the 
Lord Admiral’s Men. � e competition between these 
two acting companies was a bit like the rivalry between 
Hollywood studios such as 20th Century Fox and 
Paramount Pictures today. 

It is with the Lord Chamberlain’s Men that 
Shakespeare’s plays were � rst performed. He would 
take on some of the smaller roles 
in his own plays, while 
Richard Burbage, 
the son of James 
Burbage, who 
founded the � rst 
indoor theatre 
in London, played 
some of Shakespeare’s 
main characters, such as 
Hamlet, Romeo and King Lear.

The actor

For more 
on the Lord 

Chamberlain’s Men 
and their rivals, 

see page 10.

on the Lord 
Chamberlain’s Men 

and their rivals, 
see page 10.



� e order in which Shakespeare’s plays were 
performed has puzzled experts for centuries. One of the 
problems is that the � rst known performance date of a 
play is often not the � rst time it was actually performed. 

An expert called EK Chambers put together a timeline 
in 1930 which is still the one most people think is 
accurate. � is put Shakespeare’s � rst plays performed by 
the Lord Chamberlain’s Men as:

Henry IV Part II (performed in 1590-91)
Henry IV Part III (1590-91)
Henry IV Part I (1591-92) 

    Richard III (1592-93) 

So the � rst four Shakespeare plays likely to have been 
performed were about two former English kings. � e 
� fth Shakespeare play on stage was his � rst comedy, � e 
Comedy Of Errors, in 1592 or 1593.  

By 1598, Shakespeare was popular with audiences 
and probably making reasonably good money from his 
work. We know this because some of his plays began to 
be published with his name on the title page, meaning 

that he was the star attraction, rather like a new book by 
JK Rowling would be today. 

Shakespeare was so good that he could turn his hand 
to three di� erent genres and write great plays in all of 
them. Two of his most famous comedies are Much Ado 
About Nothing and A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Henry V 
and Richard III are two of his most performed history 
plays, while King Lear, Macbeth and Hamlet are three of 
the most recognisable tragedies. But sometimes it’s hard 
to classify the plays – some of the histories are tragic, 
and some of the tragedies are historic, for example. 
Shakespeare experts have invented a term – ‘problem 
plays’ – to describe the plays that are di�  cult to label as 
‘comedy’, ‘tragedy’ or ‘history’, because they cover a bit 
of all three categories.

As well as three genres, there are three writing styles 
in Shakespeare’s plays: prose (ordinary speech), rhymed 
verse (where the � nal words in two lines rhyme) and 
blank verse (pairs of lines, each containing ten syllables 
that don’t rhyme).

All of � e Bard’s plays are divided into � ve acts. 
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Becoming a writer 

THESE are just some of the phrases 
that Shakespeare invented…

 Foul play (used in Love’s Labour’s Lost)

 � e be all and end all (Macbeth) 

 Hot-blooded 
(� e Merry Wives Of Windsor)

 Wild goose chase (Romeo and Juliet)

 Now is the winter of our discontent 
(Richard III)

 All’s well that ends well 
(All’s Well � at Ends Well)

 Good riddance (Troilus and Cressida)

Didst thee 

knoweth?

Phrasebook

THERE is almost no evidence about 
Shakespeare’s life between 1578, when he 

left school, and 1582 when he got married, and 
also between 1585, when his twins were born, 

and 1592, when he was succeeding as 
a playwright in London. � ese periods are 

known as “the lost years”.

S

OME academics think that Shakespeare’s � rst play was Edmund Ironside, a historical 
drama about King Edmund II of England (right). O  cially it is considered an 

‘anonymous’ play, because the identity of the writer has never been con� rmed, while 
some experts think it wasn’t written by � e Bard at all.  

What did he say?

Original

BENVOLIO:
I pray thee, good Mercutio, 
let’s retire.
� e day is hot; the 
Capulets, abroad;
And if we meet we shall 
not ’scape a brawl,
For now, these hot days, 
is the mad blood stirring.

Modern English

BENVOLIO:
I’m begging you, good 
Mercutio, let’s call it a day. 
It’s hot outside, and the 
Capulets are wandering 
around. If we bump into 
them, we’ll get into a � ght. 
People become angry and 
hot-blooded in this heat. 

 Shakespeare wrote his plays in the English that was spoken at the time. � e language has changed a 
lot over the centuries into the form that we use now, but hundreds of the words and phrases Shakespeare 
invented are still in use today. In fact, no writer has given more words to the English language than 
Shakespeare. He invented new phrases and used certain words for the � rst time in writing, such as 
assassin (somebody who is paid to kill another person) and courtship (when two people are dating).  

It can be di�  cult to understand the language in Shakespeare’s plays at � rst. Here’s a passage from Romeo 
and Juliet in the original language Shakespeare wrote it in, and, beside it, in modern English.
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A 16th century map of 
England and Wales

S

HAKESPEARE lived at the end of the 16th and start of the 17th 
centuries. � e England he grew up in and worked in played a huge 

part in his writing.  

In the 1530s, King Henry VIII, the father of Elizabeth I, separated the Church of England from 
the Roman Catholic Church, breaking all ties with the Pope, the leader of Catholics worldwide.  

King Henry VIII was succeeded 
by his eldest daughter, Mary, who 
wanted to re-establish the Catholic 
Church in England. Under Mary 
I, who was Elizabeth’s half-sister, 
Protestants were persecuted. Princess 
Elizabeth, as she was then, was even 
imprisoned in the Tower of London 
after being accused of plotting to 
overthrow her sibling. 

When Mary died and Elizabeth 
became Queen in 1558, she helped create a Church of England that was Protestant but kept some of the old 
Catholic traditions. In 1559 she became head of the Church and people were expected to obey the Church of 
England’s rules. By the 1580s, simply being a Catholic priest in England was considered treason. Catholics were 
now the persecuted ones, although Elizabeth denied this, arguing that they weren’t being punished because of 
their religion but because their beliefs and behaviour were dangerous for the country. 

Anyone over the age of 16 was expected to attend a service at their parish church, based around the Book of 
Common Prayer and, if they failed to do so, they could expect a one-shilling � ne. Shakespeare’s dad, John, was 
� ned once in 1592 for failing to attend church, but he claimed that the reason he didn’t go was that he was in debt 
and didn’t want to bump into the people who had lent him money! 

Under Elizabeth, England ended up waging war with Catholic Spain (the Armadas) and also against Ireland, 
where English rule and the spread of Protestantism led to the Irish Catholics rising up and � ghting the Queen’s 
forces in � e Nine Years War between 1594 and 1603.   

Catholics and Protestants are all Christians and use the Bible as the basis of their teachings, so why was there so 
much ill-feeling between the two faiths in Elizabethan England? 

One of the main issues was that the leader of the Catholic Church, Pope Pius V, was in Rome and Elizabeth saw 
allegiance to him as a betrayal of her role as ruler of England. At a time of war between many European nations, 
Elizabeth thought that pledging allegiance to a foreign authority such as the Pope was dangerous. But most 
English Catholics saw themselves both as loyal subjects of the Queen and followers of the Pope.

Queen Mary I

Tudor times

Religion

Queen Elizabeth I

For most of his life, England and Ireland were ruled by Queen Elizabeth I 
(1558-1603), an intelligent monarch who spoke six languages � uently. 

� is period is known as the Elizabethan era. 
During her reign, England established itself as a world power. At 

home, London became the cultural capital of the country, � lled with 
poets, actors, painters and playwrights. � e rich lived very well in 
Elizabethan England, while the poor got poorer. Elizabeth herself 

enjoyed a life of luxury: she wore lavish clothing and jewellery, 
and liked to have extravagant entertainment in her court, including 

Shakespeare’s plays.
Nowadays, Parliament and its members make the decisions that a� ect the country, but it was very 

di� erent when Shakespeare was alive. � ere was no United Kingdom yet and no Prime Minister, 
while the English Parliament only sat for less than three years during Elizabeth’s 45-year reign! 

� e Queen controlled Parliament and decided when it would be open or closed. Legislation  
required the Queen’s approval as well as that of Members of Parliament and the House of Lords. 
Elizabeth released edicts and Parliament’s main task became to organise and collect taxes from 
the public. � ese taxes raised money for the governing of the country and for war. 

Elizabeth mostly ignored Parliament’s views on policy and how to run the country. In 1601, 
there were 462 MPs, voted for by wealthy men and landowners – there were no votes for most 
working men and women in England until 1918. 



Dramatic Britain
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Elizabeth’s England was a country 
of di� erences. Laws passed in 1601 
declared that poor children were 
to become apprentices in order 
to learn a work skill, while the 
‘idle poor’ (people who apparently 
refused to work) were imprisoned 
at a new type of establishment 
called a ‘House of correction’. Some 
questioned Elizabeth’s reasons – 
was she trying to help the poor 
or punish people who couldn’t 
� nd work by throwing them into 
workhouses and prisons?

� e big di� erences between the 
poor and rich were visible in everyday life. While the poor ate bread, � sh, cheese 
and drank ale, the wealthy were able to a� ord tasty feasts. Every kind of meat 
imaginable was available to the rich – beef, lamb, pork, rabbit, peacock, swan, 
goose and many more. But both the rich and poor tended to eat a lot of bread and 
very few vegetables, meaning diets were not healthy.

Bad harvests in the 1590s left the poorest in society deeply malnourished 
(lacking food and vitamins), but the well-o�  still enjoyed � ne foods and, in 
particular, desserts such as pastries, cakes and custard. 

It is thought that the potato was brought to England from North America by 
Sir Walter Raleigh in the 1580s, meaning Shakespeare and his fellow citizens 
were among the � rst English people to taste it! Other foods that arrived from the 
Americas included tomatoes (known as ‘love apples’) from Mexico and kidney 
beans from Peru.

DramaticDramaticDramatic Britain
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One of the most famous passages in Shakespeare is in 
the history play Richard II. � e speech, delivered by John 
of Gaunt, the Duke of Lancaster (pictured below), is all 
about England, which he compares to the Garden of Eden, 
a fortress and a “precious stone” in the middle of the sea.

“� is royal throne of kings, this 

scepter’d isle,

� is earth of majesty, this seat of Mars,

� is other Eden, demi-paradise,

� is fortress built by Nature for herself

Against infection and the hand of war,

� is happy breed of men, this little world,

� is precious stone set in the silver sea,

Which serves it in the o�  ce of a wall,

Or as a moat defensive to a house,

Against the envy of less happier lands,

� is blessed plot, this earth, this realm, 

this England”

– Richard II, act II, scene I

Everyday life The plague
A family dying in the 

streets during the Great 
Plague of London

English 
adventurer 
Sir Walter 

Raleigh

This scepter’d 
isle

1

� e bubonic 
plague, also 
known as the 
Black Death, cast 
a deadly shadow 
over Elizabethan 
England. William 
Shakespeare was 
lucky to survive 
a bout of the 
disease when it hit 
Stratford when he 
was a small boy, 
but one in � ve 
of the Stratford 
population 
was killed.  

� e disease � rst appeared in England in the 14th century, wiping out a 
huge section of the population. � e plague is spread by rat � eas and is highly 
contagious. Its symptoms include swollen glands, a high fever, pain and vomiting. 

In 1603, a new epidemic swept through London, forcing the theatres to close 
for almost a year, so Shakespeare’s company – and others – hit the road to tour 
England’s towns and villages. � e disease carried on reappearing in England, 
though in smaller epidemics, until the Great Plague of London in the 1660s, 
which killed around 100,000 people.

Outbreaks of the plague worldwide still occur but they are far less common 
nowadays. � e last one was in Madagascar in 2014, with 40 con� rmed deaths and 
more than 100 people infected.

1. LONDON – Henry IV Part I, Henry IV 
Part II, Henry V, Henry VI Part I, Henry VI 
Part II, Henry VI Part III, Henry VIII, King 
John, Richard II, Richard III
2. WINDSOR – � e Merry Wives Of Windsor
3. WALES – Cymbeline
4. SCOTLAND – Macbeth (also in England)
5. FOREST OF ARDEN – As You Like It
6. COVENTRY – Henry IV Part I, Richard II
7. BANGOR – Henry IV Part I

8. SOUTHAMPTON – Henry V (also 
London)
9. HEREFORDSHIRE – Henry VI 
Part III 
10. YORK – Henry IV Part II

King Lear is set in various 
locations across England.

 Some 15 Shakespeare plays are set in 
England, Wales and Scotland. Here are 
some of the key locations where the action 
takes place. 



Reflecting society

Witches
� e 1590s, the period when Shakespeare’s career was really taking o� , saw the 

greatest number of women being accused of witchcraft in the Elizabethan era. 
Superstition was very common at the time – many people believed witches were real 
beings who could � y and cast dangerous spells. Everything from the bubonic plague 
to bad harvests was blamed on witches. People were scared that witches would use 
their ‘magic’ in a harmful way, but the vast majority of women accused of witchcraft 
were completely innocent. Although some people practised what they believed to be 
witchcraft, the accused women were often simply old, poor and lived alone. � ere 
were 270 trials of witches during Elizabeth I’s reign – just 23 of these were men. 

Connection with Shakespeare � e tragedy Macbeth opens with 
three witches, who become big characters in the play. � ere are also supernatural 
references in � e Tempest and A Midsummer Night’s Dream. 

Jewish people
Shakespeare’s England saw a lot of prejudice against Jews. Having been expelled 

from England in 1290, by the 16th century there was once more a small community 
of Jews in cities including London and Bristol – but they had to keep their faith 
secret and pretend to be Christians. In the early 1590s, as Shakespeare was making 
it big, a Jew who converted to Christianity, Dr Roderigo Lopez, was found guilty 
of plotting to poison the Queen. Lopez was a Portuguese man who served as the 
Queen’s doctor. It’s very likely that Lopez was innocent and that the charge was 
made up by the Earl of Essex, who accused the doctor of plotting with the Spanish 
government to overthrow the Queen and restore Catholicism to England. He was 
sentenced to death and anti-Jewish prejudice in England increased soon after.

Connection with Shakespeare In the week that Dr Lopez was 
executed in 1594, there was a production in London of a play called � e Jew Of 

Malta, written by Christopher Marlowe. It’s thought that the play’s popularity at 
this time, when Jewish people were the victims of prejudice, inspired Shakespeare 
to write � e Merchant Of Venice and, in particular, the character of Shylock, a Jewish 
money lender. Some critics have accused Shakespeare of being anti-Jewish in the 
way he showed Shylock, while others think he was trying to generate sympathy and 
understanding towards Jews from his audiences. 

African slaves
African people were another minority group who su� ered greatly in England 

during Shakespeare’s time. � ousands of African slaves were brought to England 
from the 1570s and they were mostly put to work as household servants. But, 
towards the end of the 16th century, Elizabeth wasn’t happy that there were 
Africans in England and in 1601 she declared that they were to be kicked out as, 
in her view, they were taking work away from English people. It is more likely that 
Elizabeth did this because she wanted to blame someone for the increase in poverty 
among “her” people. 

Connection with 

Shakespeare One of the most 
famous characters in Shakespeare’s 
plays is Othello, a Moor whose origins 
are in North Africa but who lives in 
Venice, where he serves as an excellent 
soldier. Othello is also the title of 
the play. Racist language is directed 
at Othello, and his relationship 
with a white woman, Desdemona, 
is considered inappropriate by 
some characters. Shakespeare was 
challenging the prejudiced views of 
the time. 

A witch with a broomstick 
standing before demons

British actor John Gielgud as 
Shylock in a 1935 production 

of The Merchant Of Venice

Othello and Desdemona in a 
1963 production of Othello at 
London’s Old Vic theatre
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SHAKESPEARE, like most writers, was in� uenced by what he saw and heard around him.

E

ngland under Queen Elizabeth was a very dramatic place, so it’s no surprise that we can see some of the 
events and attitudes of the time re� ected in Shakespeare’s plays. In particular, it is interesting to see 

how minority groups were treated in Elizabethan England and how Shakespeare touched on this in his plays.

Reflecting



The site of The Theatre, discovered 
beneath a warehouse in 2009. 

Romeo and Juliet is thought to have 
premiered there in the 1590s
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The background

Theatre Mania!

First playhouse opens
T

HE � rst purpose-built theatre in England has 
o�  cially opened its doors.

Named � e � eatre, after the ancient Greek amphitheatres, this new playhouse in 
Shoreditch, east London, was built by the popular actor James Burbage. Productions 
have been held at � e � eatre throughout its building period in order to raise the 
money necessary to complete the construction. � e venue is built mostly of wood, and 
contains luxury seats as well as plenty of standing room. Most tickets are expected to 
cost a penny.

� e � rst open-air theatre was the Red Lion, which opened in Stepney, east London 
in 1567 and was planned by John Brayne. Brayne is James Burbage’s brother-in-
law, and it is thought he was also involved in the development of the exciting new 
playhouse in Shoreditch.

Performances are ongoing: look out for the bill posters around London for details.

October 1576

After the opening of � e � eatre, a host of new 
venues opened their doors, giving actors a place to 
call ‘home’ and Londoners an exciting new activity to 
take part in. Playhouses were open every day except 
Sunday and during Lent, with performances usually 
taking place in the afternoon. Plays were advertised on 
posters throughout London, and the open-air theatres 
would � y a � ag and signal the start of performances 
with trumpets. 

Between 1567 and 1642, when the English Civil War 
began, 23 playhouses were opened in London. John 
Brayne and James Burbage inspired others to build and 
run their own theatres, starting with the Curtain in 
Shoreditch in 1577. Other open-air theatres included 
the Rose (built in 1587), the Fortune (1600) and the 

Hope (1614). � e Rose was the � rst playhouse 
in the Bankside area of London, which was 
next to the River � ames. 

� e Swan, which had room for 3,000 people, 
opened in 1595 and the Globe, the Lord 
Chamberlain’s Men’s home, followed in 1599. 
� e Globe (right), based alongside the Rose 
in Bankside, had no roof. Later in � e Bard’s 
career, Shakespeare’s company switched to the 
indoor Blackfriars � eatre in the winter. � is 
made them the � rst adult company to perform 
regularly in an indoor playhouse. Indoor 
theatres were usually created inside buildings within the 
City of London’s walls, in the wealthier part of the city. 
� ese venues could also charge more than the outdoor 

playhouses, but they were mostly far smaller than the 
open-air theatres. 

For more on the Globe, turn to our pull-out poster 
on page 16.

What are the origins of 
the theatre?
� e earliest known plays are from ancient 
Greece in the 6th century BC. Greek writers 
such as Euripides and Sophocles wrote 
tragedies that are still performed to this 
day. Ancient Rome was also buzzing with 
theatrical productions in the 4th century BC, 
and it is highly likely that Shakespeare and 
other writers of his era would have read and 
studied these. 

When did theatre begin 
in England?
In England, theatre probably began in the 
form of performances at Easter church 
services from the 10th century onwards.
In the 14th century, plays based on the Bible 

were regularly performed outside churches on 
wagons that would travel through the streets 
of towns and cities.

When did theatre 
become popular?
English drama really took o�  in the 
Elizabethan era. It was an exciting time to 
be a writer like Shakespeare because touring 
companies attracted large audiences and 
theatres were popping up all over London. 
Between 1560 and 1640 an incredible 3,000 
new plays were written. 

Why were theatre companies 
named after posh men?
Laws passed early on in Elizabeth’s reign 
made it illegal for actors to tour and perform 

around the country without the support of 
a high-ranking nobleman, such as an Earl 
or Lord. � is explains why the companies in 
Shakespeare’s days were named after their 
supporters, such as the Lord Admiral’s Men, 
the Lord Chamberlain’s Men (the group 
Shakespeare belonged to) and the Earl of 
Derby’s Men. See page 10 for more on the 
di� erent acting companies. 

What di� erence did the building 
of theatres make?
� e theatres in London provided a permanent 
home for the acting companies, allowing them 
to put more time and e� ort into the staging 
of the plays. While touring, companies had 
to quickly put shows together in a makeshift 
venue such as an inn or yard.



On stage
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T

HERE was a boom in acting companies during Queen Elizabeth’s rule, with many 
of them based at the new theatres that were opening up in London. 

“All the world’s a stage,

And all the men and 

women merely players;

They have their exits 

and their entrances,

And one man in his 

time plays many parts”

– William Shakespeare, As You Like It, 
act II, scene VII

Girls not allowed! 
It seems bizarre now but, in Shakespeare’s day, it was unacceptable for 

women to be actors. Even though in other parts of Europe women were 
allowed to perform, in England acting was only an option for males. � e 

female parts in Shakespeare’s plays were usually performed by teenage 
boys but, if the character was considered too di�  cult for a youngster, it 
is likely that adult men performed the roles instead. � ese performers 
were known as ‘boy players’ and some of them were lucky to be able 

to play male roles once they were fully grown. While some boy players 
were a part of the adult companies such as the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, others 

belonged to children-only companies in which all the characters were played by 
youngsters. Women were � nally allowed to perform in English theatres from 1660.

Girls
It seems bizarre now but, in Shakespeare’s day, it was unacceptable for 

women to be actors. Even though in other parts of Europe women were 
allowed to perform, in England acting was only an option for males. � e 

female parts in Shakespeare’s plays were usually performed by teenage 

to play male roles once they were fully grown. While some boy players 
were a part of the adult companies such as the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, others 

� e companies were often made up of between 
eight and 12 senior members, with a further three or 
four ‘boy players’ (see below), extra hired men 
and stage hands, as well as musicians if the play 
needed them.   

 Many of the permanent members of the company 
– the seniors – were shareholders, meaning they each 
owned a slice of the pro� ts (as well as sharing the 
costs). Plays in London earned actors up to 50% more 
than those out in the countryside. 

 Most shows took place in the afternoon, in order to 
take advantage of the daylight, with rehearsals held in 
the morning. It was usual for companies to rehearse 
and perform lots of plays around the same time, so 
schedules were usually quite hectic. 

 � ere were various companies in Shakespeare’s 
time, but these are some of the bigger ones:

Lord Chamberlain’s Men
Founded in 1594 with the support of Henry Carey, 

the Lord Chamberlain, this was one of the most 
popular companies in London thanks to Shakespeare’s 
plays and the actor Richard Burbage’s performances. 
Carey died two years after the company started, but 
was replaced by his son George. Between 1594 and 
1603 they mostly performed at � e � eatre, and then 
at the Globe, as well as at court for Queen Elizabeth 
and later King James I. From 1609, they also played 
at the indoor playhouse at Blackfriars. � ey became 
known as � e King’s Men when James came to 
the throne. � e company was shut down when the 
outbreak of the English Civil War closed all the 
playhouses in 1642.

Lord Strange’s Men
Lord Strange, Ferdinando Stanley, supported a 

company that played both at court and at the Rose 
theatre. Two famous actors of the time, Edward Alleyn 
and Richard Burbage, belonged to Lord Strange’s Men 
for short periods, and it is thought that Shakespeare 
performed with them, too. When Lord Strange 
became the Earl of Derby in 1593, the company 
became Derby’s Men. 

Admiral’s Men
Formed in 1576, the company was originally 

known as Lord Howard’s Men until the Lord became 
Lord High Admiral of the Navy in 1585. In 1594, 
Edward Alleyn became their star actor and the 
company played at the Rose and Fortune theatres. � e 
Admiral’s Men, a big rival to the Lord Chamberlain’s 
company, closed down in 1626. 
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Special effects
� ey may have been basic, but Elizabethan theatres used special e� ects during 
some plays and the impressed audiences would often give them a round of 
applause! � ese are some of the more common e� ects used in Shakespeare’s plays:

THUNDER � e rumbling sound of thunder appears in several Shakespeare plays 
and, although there was no such thing as recorded music or ampli� ed sound in those 
days, creating thunder was actually quite easy. Drums or a cannonball rolling across a 
wooden box were often used to create a rumble.

LIGHTNING Nowadays, a strobe light gives the e� ect of lightning but, in 
Shakespeare’s time, a � ammable powder thrown into a candle would create a � ash. 
Bolts of lightning were created using a � rework that would be lit and travel up a wire 
from the bottom of the stage to the roof above.

BLOOD If a character was stabbed, the e� ect of blood oozing out of their body was 
achieved by hiding an animal’s bladder full of sheep’s blood underneath the actor’s 
costume. When another actor pierced the bladder, the blood poured out. 

TRAPDOORS � e stage and the heavens both used trapdoors (spot them in the 
picture on the left) to allow actors to make sudden appearances or exits. � e door 
in the heavens was opened and actors were lowered down on a platform (like a solid 
trapeze) to give the impression that they were � ying above the stage.

Audiences
In Elizabethan England, there was a lot of wealth 

but also a lot of poverty. � e theatres – and their cheap 
ticket prices – brought the rich, poor and everybody 
in-between together. � e royal courts of both Elizabeth 
I and James I often hosted performances of plays, too, 
though members of the public couldn’t watch these.

 Most tickets for the outdoor playhouses were priced 
at: 1d (penny) for admission to the standing pit; 2d 
for the gallery and 3d for a seat. � e seats at an indoor 
theatre were around 6d. � ere were 240d in a pound, 
and 1d was the cost of a loaf of bread. Nowadays, a top 
London theatre ticket costs on average £85 – which 
could buy you around 60 loaves!

  Now, theatre audiences are expected to respect the 
actors and keep quiet. Whispering or rustling sweet 

wrappers are not acceptable! But, in Shakespeare’s day, 
audience members would let the actors know how they 
felt: heroes were clapped and baddies booed, and if they 
thought the play was rubbish they made their views 
known and hurled fruit on stage! 

  Audiences could buy food and drink during each 
show, such as apples, beer and gingerbread. As a 
result of the beer, there was a lot of drunkenness 
and rowdy behaviour. � ere were even � ghts among 
audience members! 

 � e closest experience we have today to the theatre 
in Shakespeare’s day is the Christmas pantomime, 
where audiences are encouraged to shout at the actors 
and join in with songs. But hurling food, being drunk 
and starting � ghts is most de� nitely frowned upon!

A sketch from 1595 of a 
play at the Swan theatre
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 � e closest experience we have today to the theatre 
in Shakespeare’s day is the Christmas pantomime, 
where audiences are encouraged to shout at the actors 
and join in with songs. But hurling food, being drunk 
and starting � ghts is most de� nitely frowned upon!

Inside or out?
Indoor playhouses o� ered some obvious advantages for performers and 

audiences: for a start, shows weren’t a� ected by rain, wind or cold and, as the indoor 
venues were smaller, the actors and audience were closer together. 

With no bright electric lights available (the lightbulb wasn’t invented until the 
1870s), performers used candles, especially in the dark winter months.    

Unlike open-air playhouses, indoor theatres had no standing area for the 
audience. Instead, there were rows of benches, and the most expensive seats were 
the ones nearest the stage. In open-air venues like the Globe, the standing spots 
near the stage were the cheapest. � e most expensive tickets were for the Lords’ 
Boxes, the gallery sections nearest the stage, where everyone could see you!

At the indoor theatres, some audience members could even sit on the stage! All 
the open-air venues had a main central yard, right in front of the stage, that was not 
covered by a roof. � e stage did have a little roof over it, called ‘the heavens’, behind 
which there were storage spaces, dressing rooms and areas where the play’s special 
e� ects could be operated.
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27 September 1580

Didst thee 

knoweth?
THE Spice Islands are what we now call the West 

Indies. A replica of Drake’s ship, the Pelican, is 
docked near London Bridge. Drake went on to 
become one of the o�  cers who led the English 
� eet against the Spanish Armada in 1588 – see 

opposite page for more.

Francis Drake led 
a heroic voyage 

around the worldAround the world 
in three years!in three years!

Uprising in the northUprising in the north
December 1569

The scenes 
in Durham

The background
� e Northern Rebellion, also known as the 

Rising of the North, was a test of Elizabeth’s 
leadership as well as a show of support 
for Mary. After initially being unprepared, 
the Queen rallied her troops and, under 
the leadership of the Earl of Sussex, some 
7,000 English soldiers managed to smash 
the rebels in January of 1570. � ey � ed 
the north of England and headed up to 

Scotland. � e Earl of Northumberland, one 
of the rebel leaders, was eventually caught 
and Elizabeth had him beheaded in 1572. 
� e Earl of Westmorland escaped to the 
Netherlands. � e Northern Rebellion had 
little support among England’s Catholics 
and only served to strengthen Elizabeth’s 
rule and weaken the Catholic supporters 
of Mary.

E

NGLISH sailor Francis Drake 
yesterday completed his three-

year voyage around the world. He is the � rst Englishman to travel 
around the planet.

C

ATHOLIC supporters of Mary, Queen of Scots 
have launched a huge rebellion against Queen 

Elizabeth in the north of England.

� e Devon-born seafarer’s extraordinary 
circumnavigation of Earth began as a mission 
ordered by Queen Elizabeth I to raid Spanish 
ports and ships. On 13 December 1577, Drake left 
Plymouth on board the Pelican, accompanied by 
four other ships and more than 160 men. 

One ship, the Marigold, was lost in horrendous 
storms after the � eet reached America, while the 
other, the Elizabeth, returned home around the 
same time. By October of 1578, just 58 crew and 
one ship, the Pelican, had survived. Drake renamed 
his ship the Golden Hinde as he prepared to enter 
the Strait of Magellan, a passage between the 
Atlantic and Paci� c Oceans in South America. 

It is thought that Drake and his men plundered 
Spanish ports in both Chile and Peru, countries that 
belong to Spain, and also succeeded in capturing 

ships carrying Peruvian gold. 
In 1579, Drake landed in California, 

North America, claiming it for Queen Elizabeth and 
naming it Nova Albion (New England). 

He then sailed to a set of islands between North 
and South America known as the Spice Islands, 
where six tons of cloves (a type of � ower bud used 
as a spice) were loaded on board the Golden Hinde. 
However, half of this was thrown overboard when 
the ship became stuck on a reef.

Drake and his men are reported to be in good 
spirits and sound physical health. � ey have 
brought back various foods and spices and a large 
amount of Spanish gold for the Queen. 

� e crew’s trip means they have travelled further 
along the coast of the Americas than any other 
European sailors. 

� e uprising is centred on the city of Durham 
and is believed to be led by the Earl of Westmorland 
and the Earl of Northumberland. It is understood 
that a Catholic Mass was held in Durham Cathedral 
and English Bibles were burned in a sign of de� ance 
against the Queen’s Protestant rule. � e Earls 
want to see Mary released from her captivity in 
England urgently. 

Catholic supporters of Mary are now on the 
march. Around 10,000 rebels have reached 
Bramham Moor in Yorkshire, with no real 
opposition yet o� ered by Elizabeth’s forces. � e 
Queen appears to have been taken by surprise by 
the rebellion. Some 15,000 men have been hurriedly 
called upon to defend Elizabeth in London, in case 
the rebels should reach the capital. 

Mary Stuart, known more commonly as Mary, 
Queen of Scots, is considered the true Queen of 
England by many of the country’s Catholics. She 
became ruler of Scotland in 1542.

But three years ago, Mary was forced to give up 
her throne after Scottish noblemen turned against 
her. She was held prisoner in a Scottish castle while 

her son, James, became king at the age of one. Mary 
escaped from captivity and arrived in England in 1568 
but Queen Elizabeth had her cousin arrested, fearing 
that she might try to become Queen herself.
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The execution of Mary, 
Elizabeth I’s cousin 

Mary, Queen of Scots executed

Victory! Spanish defeatedVictory! Spanish defeated

M

ARY Stuart, the former Queen of Scotland and cousin of Elizabeth I, has been executed.

T

HE English Navy has been 
triumphant against an enormous 

invading Spanish � eet of 122 ships.

9 February 1587

10 August 1588

English fi re ships causing havoc 
among the Spanish Armada

Mary, Queen of Scots executed
ARY Stuart, the former Queen of Scotland and cousin of Elizabeth I, has been executed.

� e Spanish Armada, the name given to the � eet, 
was ordered to attack England by King Philip II 
of Spain. � e King’s aim was to overthrow Queen 
Elizabeth and restore Catholicism to the country.

� e Armada appeared near Plymouth and chased 
an English � eet up the Channel, with both sides 
exchanging heavy � re. � e Spanish Admiral, the 
Duke of Medina Sidonia, then ordered his � eet to 
dock at Calais, the French port, two days ago. � e 
English Navy took this opportunity to strike at 
the Spanish using eight � re ships (ones that were 
deliberately set on � re to cause damage to enemies). 
� e Armada lost four ships in the attack, with the 
rest escaping north up the east coast of England.

Sources in the English Navy say that the 
Spanish tried to return home at this point but 
were disrupted by serious storms in the North Sea 
that left several vessels shipwrecked on the coast 
of England. � e Spanish � eet is believed to have 
rounded Scotland and is now making its way home 
past Ireland, with rumours of thirst, hunger and 
disease rife among their men.

Morale among the men of the 
English Navy was given a surprise 
boost two days ago when Queen 
Elizabeth herself addressed them. 
After the Spanish began making their 
way home, the Queen appeared at 
Tilbury in Essex, where some 4,000 
troops had gathered to stop any 
further invasion by the Armada. � is 
is part of the Queen’s speech:

“I do not desire to live to distrust 
my faithful and loving people. Let 
tyrants fear… I am come amongst 
you, as you see, at this time, not for 
my recreation and disport, but being 
resolved, in the midst and heat of the 
battle, to live and die amongst you 
all; to lay down for my God, and for my kingdom, 
and my people, my honour and my blood.” 

� e Spanish attack was not a surprise. � e 
English made two attempts to intercept the Armada 
near Spain in June and July of this year, but were 

stopped by poor weather. But it is thought that 
Philip II had been planning his attack since as long 
ago as 1586. An English raid on the Spanish port 
of Cádiz that year, led by Francis Drake, almost 
certainly helped to delay the mission. Drake and his 
men destroyed around 100 ships in that battle.

� e Catholic � gurehead died at Fotheringhay 
Castle in Northamptonshire yesterday at the age 
of 44. Her trial for treason began on 4 October 
1586 after letters were found from her to Anthony 
Babington, a Catholic nobleman who was plotting 
to murder Elizabeth and make Mary the Queen of 
England.

� e Babington Plot’s main aim was to restore 
Catholicism as the religion of England by allowing the 
Spanish to invade the country. Although Mary has 
denied having any contact with Babington, letters 
were found that proved she had, as did a confession 
from Babington at his own trial. Even after being told 
about the confession, Mary still said she did not know 
him and that the letters were forged.

Mary was found guilty on 25 October. Parliament 
discussed the matter four days later, and members 
decided to recommend to Elizabeth that Mary be 
executed. It was not until 1 February that Queen 
Elizabeth signed the death warrant. 

Mary was beheaded yesterday morning and her 
last words, spoken in Latin, were: “Into thy hands, 
O Lord, I commend my spirit.”



A capital time
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L

ONDON in Shakespeare’s time was the richest and biggest city in the country – and 
growing fast. 

A panorama of London by the Dutch painter Claes Visscher. The busy, built-up London Bridge is visible over the bustling River Thames. The Globe St Mary Overie church (later to become 
Southwark Cathedral) is just to the left of the bridge. In-between the church and the area of trees at the far left of the picture sits the Globe. Although Visscher created this in 1616, it shows 
London in around 1600 and was engraved onto four separate plates. In total, it is two metres long. Visscher lived and worked in Amsterdam and this panorama is his impression of how 
London looked, as it is possible that he never even visited the city.

 “In one single street, named the Strand, 

leading to St Paul’s, there are fi fty-two 

goldsmith’s shops, so rich and full of 

silver vessels, great and small, that in all 

the shops in Milan, Rome, Venice, and 

Florence put together, I do not think there 

would be found so many of the magnifi cence 

that are to be seen in London” 

– an ambassador from Venice writing about 
Elizabethan London

Today there are more than 30 bridges across the 
River � ames. In Shakespeare’s day, London Bridge 
was the only one! � ere were houses and shops on the 
bridge and it was a busy, bustling route. � e severed 
heads of traitors who had been hung, drawn and 
quartered were often impaled on spikes on the bridge 
for all to see. Other criminals were sometimes chained 
to the banks of the � ames, where they had to put up 
with the rising tide.

   Wealthier citizens could avoid London Bridge and 
cross the river using one of 3,000 ‘water taxi’ boats, 
whose drivers would shout “Eastward ho!” or “Westward 
ho!” depending on the direction they were travelling in. 

  � e river was an important part of London. It had 
royal shipyards in the East End, and so much trade was 
coming into the city by the � ames that lots of buildings 
popped up along the riverside around the walls of the 
City of London to deal with the cargo. � e � ames was 
a harbour, a sewer, and a source of both water and food. 
Back then, oysters were � shed out of the � ames but, 

whereas now they are 
expensive and a luxury 
item, back then they 
were considered a poor 
person’s food! 

   In 1608, the � ames 
froze over and the ice 
was so thick that people 
could walk up and down 
it as though it were a 
road. � e � rst o�  cial 
Frost Fair was held on 
the river that year, with 
stalls set up to sell food, 
drink and goods. � e fairs may have been fun, but the 
extreme cold led to food shortages and sickness.

   � e streets of London were even busier than 
the city’s only bridge. � ey were mostly narrow and 
cobbled, with no drainage system, making them very 
often wet, slippery and dirty. Noise � lled the streets 

and alleyways of Shakespeare’s London – the sound of 
market traders, horses, coach wheels, arguments and 
drunk people brawling. 

  With the absence of a proper police force and no 
street lighting, crime was widespread. Robberies, thefts 
and pickpocketing were commonplace – often in and 
around the theatres of Bankside.

The river and 

the streets
SHAKESPEARE’S

LONDON

The illustration shows a busy street in Shakespeare’s London. Look carefully 
and you’ll be able to spot Queen Elizabeth I, a court jester and the Globe theatre!

 Although space in the city was tight, between 1550 
and 1600 the city grew from around 50,000 residents 
to over 200,000. Houses, shops and businesses sprung 
up in every nook and cranny as London carried on 
expanding. � ousands of people left the countryside 
and small towns and villages to � nd fortune and 
success in London, both in culture and business.

Shakespeare was one of them, arriving in the city 
in around 1590 and spending much of his time there 
until 1613. 

� e City of London was a walled area inside 
the capital that contained several major businesses 
and shops, as well as the old St Paul’s Cathedral (the 
current building was built between 1675 and 1710). 

� ere were also a number of traders in the City, such 
as grocers, � shmongers, goldsmiths and clothworkers 
(people who work with fabrics).

  In an area dedicated to business and money, 
the authorities of the City didn’t approve of the rowdy 
playhouses, which explains why they were built 
outside the walls and away from the gaze of City 
of London o�  cials.    

  London today is a huge city spread across 1,500 
km2 of land and containing almost nine million people 
but, in Shakespeare’s day, the crowded city was quite 
small. London was surrounded by countryside: sheep 
would even graze at Shepherd’s Bush, which is now 
considered central London!
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Shakespeare                           in London

Shakespeare’s rivals
Christopher Marlowe

Known as the bad boy of Elizabethan 
literature, Christopher Marlowe pushed 
the limits. He was one of the � rst people 
to earn a living as a writer. Marlowe’s 
most famous play was � e Tragical 
History Of � e Life And Death Of Doctor 
Faustus, which was � rst performed 
in around 1594. � e main character 
summons the devil – a sight that 
audiences at the time found very scary!

Marlowe died aged 29 in dramatic 
circumstances. He was stabbed in the 
eye, apparently because of an argument over a bill. But it seems likely that 
his death had a more sinister explanation as, just 12 days earlier, he had been 
arrested, probably for blasphemy. He wasn’t jailed, but experts think that his 
‘accidental’ death was actually to punish him for his controversial views.

Ben Jonson

After serving time in the army, 
Ben Jonson became one of the 
country’s best-loved playwrights. 
He was known to be exceptionally 
clever. If any special knowledge 
was required to write a play, no 
subject was too di�  cult for him 
to master.

His plays were mostly 
comedies, the most successful 
being Every Man In His Humour 
and � e Alchemist.

Jonson was considered a 
friend of Shakespeare. After 
Shakespeare’s death, Jonson said: “I loved the man and do honour his memory”. 
It was rare for a writer to be so complimentary about a rival.

H

ERE are some other writers who were working 
in London during Shakespeare’s time. 

John Webster

Webster is best known for two plays: � e White Devil and � e Duchess Of Mal� . 
� e themes of his plays revealed unpleasant sides to human nature – among 
them, many issues that still exist today, such as corruption and divisions of class.

Thomas Kyd

Kyd is known for a play called � e Spanish Tragedy and is believed to have written 
a version of Hamlet before Shakespeare. � e Spanish Tragedy was arguably the most 
popular play during Shakespeare’s time, and was performed all over Europe.

This is the only 
known portrait of 

Christopher Marlowe

Ben Jonson in around 1610 

London BridgeRiver Thames

  � e � rst London home historians know for certain that Shakespeare lived at 
was in Bishopsgate, where he stayed from at least 1593. He was twice asked 
to pay taxes there but failed to do so on both occasions! Shakespeare left in 
1596, soon after the death of his son, Hamnet. It is thought he started out in 
Shoreditch and moved to Bishopsgate once he began making a decent living. 

  He then moved on to Paris Gardens, south of the river and near both � e 
Globe and � e Swan, where his acting company performed in the winter of 1596.

  Historians have traced records of Shakespeare having paid taxes in 
Southwark between 1596-97. It was a violent area full of illegal activities, such 
as gambling dens and animal baiting halls. 

  Shakespeare himself had a run-in with the law here: there is a record of a 
summons against him for assaulting the owner of � e Swan playhouse. 

  In 1599, the Bard was living in a house on the site of � e Globe in 
Bankside. It is also at this time that there are records of him living in an area 
called the Liberty of the Clink, on the south bank of the � ames, close to the 
Bishop of Winchester’s palace and near to a well-known prison called � e Clink. 

  From 1602 Shakespeare rented lodgings from a wealthy French family 
called the Mountjoys in Cripplegate. By 1613, he was wealthy enough to buy a 
property. He spent £140 (around £400,000 in today’s money) on a gate-house 
close to the Blackfriars � eatre. � e document that records this is one of only 
six surviving pieces of paper with Shakespeare’s signature on it.  

  Sadly, none of Shakespeare’s homes have survived. His Blackfriars 
property burnt down in the Great Fire of London in 1666, as did the 
Mountjoys’ property in Cripplegate. 

Bishopsgate

Paris Gardens Southwark/
Bankside/Liberty 

of the Clink

Cripplegate

Blackfriars
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16. � e Globe theatre

The Globe: then...

T

HE home of the Lord Chamberlain’s Men and almost all of Shakespeare’s plays, the Globe theatre was one of the most 
popular and respected theatres in London. 

It opened in 1599 and was named after its sign, which showed the classical 
hero Hercules carrying the world on his shoulders.  

In June 1613, two cannons � red during a performance of Henry VIII set 
� re to the thatch and the theatre burned down. Luckily, everybody managed 
to escape unharmed – one member of the audience who did catch � re was 
put out with a pot of ale! 

� e second theatre was rebuilt on the foundations of the � rst Globe. � e 
dimensions were the same but the thatched roof was replaced by a tiled one.  
� e theatre was closed down in 1642 at the start of the English Civil War and 
was demolished a couple of years later.

In 1989, the Globe’s foundations were discovered and excavated on Southwark 
Bridge Road in London, just down the road from the First News o�  ce!

  � e construction of the Globe was paid for by � ve members of the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, including 
Shakespeare. � ey each gave £10 and became part-owners of the new theatre 

  � e � rst play to be performed at the Globe was thought to be Julius Caesar in 1599
  It wasn’t only Shakespeare whose plays were presented 

at the Globe. Other writers at the time, such as Ben Jonson 
and John Fletcher, also had their plays premiered there

A sketch of the original Globe theatre, home 
to Shakespeare and his colleagues in the Lord 

Chamberlain’s Men (later known as the King’s Men)
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...and now!

A

ROUND 200 metres from the original site, a reconstruction of the Globe on Bankside opened to the public in 1997.

Founded by American actor and director Sam Wanamaker, this replica 
building, called Shakespeare’s Globe, is also known as the ‘third Globe’. It is a 
faithful replica of the original, based on the limited information available about 
what the Globe looked like. It has a pit for ‘groundlings’ (the name used at the 
original Globe for commoners who couldn’t a� ord seats) and no roof, so the 
performances are usually only held in the spring and summer months. 

� e capacity is about half that of the original Globe and some � oodlights are 

used, but all music is live and there are no microphones. Just as in Shakespeare’s 
day, the Globe is built out of timber and thatch – though this one is covered in 
� re retardants and water sprinklers to avoid a repeat of the 1613 disaster!

In 2014, Shakespeare’s Globe opened a new theatre, the Sam Wanamaker 
Playhouse, next to the Globe. � e playhouse is an indoor theatre lit 
by candlelight and its design is based on the Blackfriars � eatre from 
Shakespeare’s time.

  As well as the theatre space, Shakespeare’s Globe also houses an exhibition 
and tour all about � e Bard, his plays and the theatre

  � e Globe doesn’t just put on Shakespeare’s works: just like in the 17th century, the theatre is home to brand-new plays
� ere are also productions by theatre companies from around the world 

  � ere are recreations of the original Globe in places like 
Argentina, Italy, Germany, Japan and the USA

The replica, Shakespeare’s Globe, opened in 
1997. Productions in 2015 include As You Like It, 
Macbeth in Cantonese and Measure For Measure



Leading lights
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M

ANY actors dream about landing one of Shakespeare’s leading roles. To this day, a great performance of one of Shakespeare’s 
classic characters can turn an unknown performer into an instant star. Here are some of the greatest parts in theatre history…

Lear from King Lear Macbeth from Macbeth
� e main character of the play is seen 

as one of the great tragic roles. Lear 
is an older actor’s dream part. He is 
an elderly king with three daughters, 
and the play is based around Lear’s 
decision to split the kingdom in his will 
according to which daughter can give 
the best speech on who loves him the 
most. � is leads to complete tragedy: 
the two cunning and greedy sisters, 
Goneril and Regan, plot against their 
father and both end up dying, while the 
fair and innocent sister, Cordelia, is murdered. At the end, Lear carries Cordelia’s 
body on stage before he dies of a broken heart. 

FIRST PERFORMANCE: Uncertain, but no later than 26 December 1606.

CLASSIC LINE: “How sharper than a serpent’s tooth it is to have a 
thankless child!”

FACT: Lear’s life is a legend that was originally told in a 1594 play called King 
Leir that has a much happier ending than Shakespeare’s version!

Another great tragic character, 
Macbeth is a Scottish 
nobleman and brave soldier. 
Encouraged by his scheming 
wife, Lady Macbeth, he kills the 
King of Scotland, Duncan, and 
takes the throne himself. As ruler, 
he resorts to violence and terror 
and further murders to keep his 
power. Macbeth ends the play 
dying in combat. 

FIRST PERFORMANCE: 
Possibly 20 April 1611.

CLASSIC LINE: “Is this a dagger which I see before me, � e handle toward 
my hand?”

FACT: � ere have been 16 � lm or TV productions of Macbeth. � e most recent, 
an adaptation of a stage production, starred Patrick Stewart (above) from the 
X-Men � lms as Macbeth. A new British � lm is currently being shot and is due for 
release in 2015. 

  � e Shakespeare character with the most lines 
is Hamlet. He has an incredible 1,495 lines and 
over 11,000 words! � e play itself is the longest 
of all the Bard’s works, at over 4,000 lines.  

  In the tragedy Othello, the villain Iago has 
more lines than the central character Othello.

  � e shortest Shakespeare play, � e Comedy Of 
Errors, has around 1,800 lines, whereas most of the 
Bard’s plays average between 2,220-4,000 lines.

  � e Royal Shakespeare Company, 
the theatre group based in Stratford, asked 
over 2,000 people to vote for their favourite 
Shakespeare play. � e winner was Hamlet with 
26%, followed by King Lear on 18%.

Didst thee knoweth?
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Lady Macbeth
from Macbeth

Viola from Twelfth Night

Hamlet from Hamlet

Othello from Othello

� is is one of the greatest roles 
for women in Shakespeare’s plays 
(though at the time she would 
have been played by a boy). Lady 
Macbeth is a cunning, clever 
and terrifying character who is 
both ruthless and ambitious. 
She plots Duncan’s murder and 
eggs her husband on to do it. She 
manipulates Macbeth throughout, 
but by the end the guilt is too much 
for her to bear and she ends up killing herself.

FIRST PERFORMANCE: Unknown, but a performance was noted on 20 
April 1611.

CLASSIC LINE: “Out, damn’d spot! out, I say!”

FACT: Some Shakespeare experts think the role would have been too tough for 
a youngster and that an adult man (see page 10) might have taken it on instead. 

Viola is shipwrecked in a place 
called Illyria. She has been separated 
from her twin brother, Sebastian, 
and has no idea if he is still alive. 
Viola dresses up as a man and takes 
the name Cesario in order to work 
as a page to the Duke Orsino, the 
ruler of the place she has ended 
up in. One of her jobs is to pass 
messages from the Duke to his love, 
the Countess Olivia. But Viola ends 
up falling for the Duke herself, while 
Olivia falls for Cesario! Sebastian 
eventually appears and the mistaken 
identities are revealed. Orsino asks Viola to marry him. 

FIRST PERFORMANCE: 1602.

CLASSIC LINE: “And all those sayings will I overswear, and all those 
swearings keep as true in soul as doth that orbèd continent the � re that severs 
day from night.”

FACT: � e play’s title refers to the twelfth night of Christmas. 

Most male actors dream of 
playing Hamlet at least once 
in their lives, because he is 
considered the greatest of all 
dramatic characters. Hamlet, 
who is the prince of Denmark, 
begins the play deeply saddened 
by the death of his father, the 
king. His father’s ghost tells 
Hamlet that he was murdered 
by Claudius, Hamlet’s uncle 
and the new king. Hamlet vows 
revenge, but as the play goes on, 
he slowly goes mad.  

FIRST PERFORMANCE: 
Unknown.

CLASSIC LINE: “To be or not to be: that is the question.”

FACT: For many experts, Hamlet is Shakespeare’s best work. It is the most 
performed play by the Royal Shakespeare Company. 

Another of Shakespeare’s 
famous tragic roles, Othello 
is a Moor who is appointed a 
General in the army of Venice. 
His fellow o�  cer and friend Iago 
deceives him into thinking that 
Desdemona, Othello’s wife, is 
having an a� air. Othello ends up 
killing his wife before realising 
that she had actually been faithful. 
� is revelation leads him to take 
his own life. Othello is widely 
considered to be a black character, 
and the play touches on racism 
and prejudiced attitudes towards a mixed-race relationship (Desdemona is white). 

FIRST PERFORMANCE: Possibly 1 November 1604.

CLASSIC LINE: “I kiss’d thee ere I kill’d thee. No way but this, Killing myself, 
to die upon a kiss.” 

FACT: Patrick Stewart played Othello in a ‘role reversal’ production of the play 
in the 1990s. Othello was white, while everybody else was black.

Best of the rest 
OPHELIA from Hamlet – One of only two female parts in Hamlet, Ophelia is the daughter of Polonius, a senior � gure in the Danish king’s court, and 
she is also Hamlet’s love. An innocent and good-natured character, Ophelia goes mad after Hamlet kills her father. She ends up drowning in a brook.

PROSPERO from � e Tempest – One of the great Shakespearean comedy characters, Prospero and his daughter Miranda end up stranded on an island. 
� ey meet the native population and Prospero convinces them that he has magic powers. At the play’s end, Prospero gives up his “magic” powers and asks 
the audience to set him free from the island with their applause.

IAGO from Othello – Many actors love to play the villain, and Iago, a soldier who betrays Othello, is one of the greatest baddies in theatre. Iago hates 
Othello and plots to bring him down. He is clever, sinister and ultimately responsible for the death of both Othello and Desdemona.
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Queen Elizabeth 
is dead

The background

T

HE Queen of England, 
Elizabeth I, has died at 

the age of 69 after a period 
of ill-health.

E

NGLAND 
and 

Spain have signed a deal to end the 
16-year Anglo-Spanish War.

19 August 1604

� e Treaty of London was � nalised yesterday at 
Somerset House in London. It marks a personal 
triumph of leadership for James I, who has been 
keen to negotiate a settlement with Spain since he 
took over the throne last year. 

� e deal, negotiated by Philip II’s nephew, 
the Archduke Albert, means that the Spanish 
government has agreed to stop supporting Catholic 
rebellions in England. In return, England has 
assured Spain it will no longer interfere with – or 
attack – Spanish ships returning with treasure from 
the Americas.

Spanish vessels will have access now to the 
English Channel, while England has pledged to end 
all support for Protestant rebels in the Spanish 
Netherlands, withdrawing both military and 
� nancial aid.

� e peace deal is an important moment in 

relations with Spain. � e Anglo-Spanish War was 
made up of a number of incidents, most famously 
the three Spanish Armadas in 1588, 1596 and 

1597 – all of which failed – and Spain’s support for 
Irish Catholics during the Nine Years’ War between 
England and Ireland.

Queen Elizabeth 
on her deathbed

25 March 1603

James I (right) only 
returned to Scotland 
once after becoming 
King of England 
and Ireland. He 
commissioned a 
new translation 
of the Bible to 
be written in 
1604, and it was 
completed in 
1611. Known as 
� e King James 
Bible, it was 
the third o�  cial 
translation of the 
Bible into English and 
is considered by many 
to be the best-written and 
most admired version of the 
Bible to this day. James remained King of England and 
Ireland and King of Scotland until his death, aged 58, 
on 27 March 1625. It was under his rule in 1603 that 
Shakespeare’s company, the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, 
became the King’s Men.

A battle against the 
Spanish Armada in 1588

Peace with 
Spain at last

� e Archbishop of Canterbury, 
John Whitgift, was called to the 
Queen’s bedside at Richmond Palace yesterday to say � nal prayers for the woman who 
ruled England for 45 years. She died in the middle of the night.

It is understood that the Queen has been poorly since late last year, with a number of 
physical problems. She was also su� ering from depression following the death of many of 
her closest friends and aides. 

Elizabeth’s funeral will take place next month and she will be buried at Westminster Abbey.
Sir Robert Cecil, the Lord Privy Seal, read the proclamation (public announcement) of 

the Queen’s death at Whitehall in London, where the body will be embalmed and laid in 
state. Soon after, it was announced that England and Ireland have a new ruler: James I, 
who is also James VI of Scotland, has taken over from Elizabeth. 

Aged 36, the new King is the son of Mary, Queen of Scots, who was Elizabeth’s rival. He will 
remain King of Scotland and has vowed to visit the country at least once every three years.



 FirstNews   IN FOCUS – WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE21. News at the time

Gunpowder 
Plot thwarted
Gunpowder 
Plot thwarted
Gunpowder 

A PLOT to kill the King and 
Prince Henry and blow up 

the House of Lords during the State Opening of Parliament has 
been uncovered.

D

OZENS of men, women and 
children have been slaughtered 

by the King’s forces following an 
uprising in Northamptonshire.

S

PAIN has begun to kick 
out its Moor population.

6 November 1605

10 June 1607

10 April 1609

� e scheme was hatched by a group 
of determined Catholics who wanted 
to install King James’s nine-year-old 
daughter, Princess Elizabeth, as a 
Catholic Queen of England. 

Early indications are that the 
explosives would have almost certainly 
killed all members of the House of 
Commons and House of Lords, as well as 
the King and his court. 

� e ringleader of the plot is one Robert 
Catesby, who is believed to have had 
12 men assisting him. In charge of the 
explosives was Guy Fawkes, who it is 
believed has previously fought for the 
Spanish against Protestant rebels in 
the Netherlands.  

Following a tip-o�  in late October, 

on the night of 4 November Fawkes 
was caught red-handed with 36 barrels 
of gunpowder in an undercroft of the 
House of Lords, just hours before the 
explosives were set to detonate. He was 
arrested immediately. 

Yesterday morning, as it became clear 
the plot had been stopped, Catesby and 
the rest of his gang � ed London and 
went to the Midlands. From there they 
attempted to lead a Catholic uprising 
against the King and Parliament, but 
fewer than 50 people are believed to have 
joined the rebellion.

� e plotters are still at large and 
every e� ort is being made to track 
them down and bring them to justice 
for high treason.

Guy Fawkes (left) is caught 
setting up explosives 

beneath Parliament

The background

The background

� e Gunpowder Plot of 5 November may be commemorated 
every year with fun � reworks and a bon� re but, at the time, it 
was a deadly serious incident that could have changed England 
and Europe forever. � e King and Parliament’s response was 
tough: all of England’s Catholics were forced to take an Oath 
of Allegiance in which they pledged not to plot against the 
King and country, and also to report others who might be. 
� e authorities eventually caught the plotters on 8 November 
at Holbeach House in Sta� ordshire. A shoot-out followed in 
which Catesby and three others were killed. Five other plotters 
were arrested soon after and, after a trial the following year, 
the Gunpowder Plot gang were hanged, drawn and quartered 
for high treason.

Protests have been rumbling in the Midlands 
since April. Led by John Reynolds, a tinker from 
Northamptonshire, the uprising began because of 
widespread opposition to the enclosure of common 
land. � is is public land, once used for farming, that 
has recently become private and now can be used only by landowners. 

 In Northamptonshire alone, more than 27,000 acres has been enclosed, leading 
to the destruction of more than 350 farms and the eviction of almost 1,500 working 
people across 18 villages.

At the town of Newton, the protestors gathered to destroy the hedges and fences 
recently put up by landowner � omas Tresham to keep members of the public out. 

� e King decreed that the uprising must be put down, and action soon followed: as 
well as the killings, two of the rebel leaders have been seized and hanged for treason. 

King Philip III issued a decree yesterday to expel all descendants 
of the Muslim population in Spain who were forced to convert to 
Christianity 100 years ago. Some 600,000 people are being kicked out 
of their homes and told to leave the country.

All possessions and property have been seized by the Spanish 
authorities and the Moors are only permitted to travel with items 
they are able to carry. Galleons of the Spanish naval � eet are standing 
by to take people from Spain to various locations along the north 
African coast. 

Some Moors are preparing to head over ground to France. � ere are 
fears that the population drain will badly a� ect regions of Spain by 
leading to a fall in the number of workers. 

� e King’s decision was based on advice from his close advisor, the 
Archbishop of Valencia, who said that the Moors would outnumber 
Christian Spaniards unless action was taken.

Riots in the Midlands

Moors expelled

Many Moors died as a result of the King’s decree. By 1611, some 50,000 had died trying 
to stay in Spain, while more than 60,000 died on their voyage out of the country. � e 
prejudice against Moors was widespread across Europe for some time: Shakespeare wrote 
Othello, whose main character was a Moor, at least � ve years before the Spanish decree.

Newton



T

HERE are a lot of myths about whether or not Shakespeare actually travelled outside 
Britain during his lifetime, but it’s safe to say his imagination did. In fact, his imagination 

ranged all over Europe and he set many of his greatest plays in famous cities across the continent. 
But which plays were set where? Here’s an overview of the plays,the places and what you can � nd 
there today.
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Glamis Castle in Angus, Scotland

Vienna, Austria 

Kronborg Castle, Denmark

Rome, Italy
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Plays, plots and places            

Juliet’s house and the statue 
of Juliet in Verona, Italy



Play: Macbeth

Place: Scotland 

Plot: A Scottish general called Macbeth is told by 
three witches that he will one day be king. Soon after 
learning his fate, Macbeth kills the current king and 
seizes the throne. � e play describes his evil, dark 
journey as ruler. 

What thee can see thither: Here’s a 
real-life Shakespeare location just up the road! Okay, 
for some it’s further up the road than others but, if 
you’re a fan of Macbeth, then thee must headeth to 
Scotland! Much of the play takes place within the walls 
of Glamis Castle in Angus and today the castle puts 
on special Macbeth-themed tours for large groups 
and classes – just watch out for those ghouls lurking 
the halls and generally avoid anyone walking around 
chanting: “Double, double toil and trouble”.

Play: � e Merchant Of Venice

Place: Venice, Italy

Play: Measure For Measure

Place: Vienna, Austria

Play: A Midsummer Night’s Dream

Place: Athens, Greece

Play: Julius Caesar

Place: Rome, Italy

Play: � e Taming Of � e Shrew

Place: Padua, Italy

Play: Hamlet

Place: Helsingør, Denmark 

Plot: � e tragedy tells the tale of Hamlet and his 
plot to avenge his father, who is murdered by Hamlet’s 
uncle Claudius, who wants to be king. 

What thee can see thither: Some 
believe that Kronborg Castle in Denmark, built in 
the year 1570, was where Shakespeare imagined the 
� ctional Danish Prince Hamlet living. Tourists can 
visit the castle today and join a guided tour, where 
they can walk in the steps of one of Shakespeare’s 
most famous protagonists. We hear Hamlet’s best 
friend Horatio leads the tour! 

Play: Much Ado About Nothing

Place: Messina, on the island of Sicily

Play: Romeo and Juliet

Place: Verona, northern Italy 

Plot: A daughter and a son from two di� erent, 
rival households fall in love and � ght to be together in 
this tragedy.

What thee can see thither: You can 
actually visit the famous balcony from Romeo and 
Juliet; in fact, you can walk around Juliet’s house! � e 
city of Verona now owns a 13th century house that 
formerly belonged to the Dal Cappello or Cappelletti 
family. Some believe them to be the inspiration for 
Juliet’s family, the Capulets. It is now known as Juliet’s 
House. � ousands of couples visit Juliet’s balcony 

every year (although it was actually installed in the 
20th century to attract tourists). � ere is also a statue 
of Juliet in the courtyard of the house. According to 
legend, if someone who is looking for love touches the 
statue, they will � nd it.

Play: As You Like It

Place: Forest of Arden, Warwickshire, England 

Plot: � e comedy tells the story of Rosalind, a 
young woman who � ees her uncle’s court and � nds 
love in the Forest of Arden in England. 

What thee can see thither: � e 
real-life Forest of Arden is actually very close to 
Shakespeare’s hometown of Stratford-upon-Avon. 
Here’s a ‘tree-mendous’ fact for you – some of the trees 
that stood in the Forest of Arden when Shakespeare 
wrote the play over 400 years ago, still stand in the 
same spot today.
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Tourists look up at Juliet’s 
balcony in Verona, Italy
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Actor Robert Breen playing Hamlet at the 
International Hamlet Festival (1949), which 

staged the play in its original setting at 
Kronborg Castle, Helsingør for the fi rst time

Lots of couples have visited Juliet’s House 
in Verona and written love messages on the 

outside walls over the yearsAn artist’s impression of 
the three Macbeth witches

4

5
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An artist’s impression 
of the Forest of Arden



Shakespeare did not live to see all of his plays 
published. In the year of his death, fellow writer Ben 
Jonson published his own plays in something called a 
folio, which was an elegant, large and usually expensive 
book. Only special works were published as folios – the 
Bible and certain history books, for example.

It is thought that the Jonson Folio inspired a 
pair of Shakespeare’s fellow actors in the King’s 
Men to give the same treatment to � e Bard, whose 
plays they admired. � e actors, John Heminge and 
Henry Condell, co-ordinated the publication of 
Shakespeare’s First Folio (right) in 1623.  

� irty-six plays appeared in it, 17 of which were 
appearing in print for the � rst time. � e folio was 
titled Comedies, Tragedies, Histories and it cost 15 
shillings. � e pages were loose as most books were, 

but customers could pay an extra � ve shillings for 
a binding. 

� e First Folio ensured that Shakespeare’s plays 
would live on long after his death. In the 400 years 
since, publishers and editors have released hundreds 
of new editions of Shakespeare’s work that include all 
of his plays.

  Some experts have questioned whether 
Shakespeare himself wrote all the plays that are said 
to be his. Many books and essays have been written 
on the subject, with some people suggesting he 
didn’t write any of them, but that other writers such 
as Christopher Marlowe or Francis Bacon were the 
real authors! While there is no cast-iron proof, most 
experts think William Shakespeare is the man behind 
the works.
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A writer, actor, theatre company co-owner and 
producer who enjoyed success both in London’s 
theatres and Royal Courts, it was after his death that 
Shakespeare found international fame and acclaim. 
He could never have dreamed that, 400 years after his 
death, his plays, written for a Tudor audience, would 
still be performed to sell-out audiences every day all 
over the world. 

We still don’t know for sure what killed Shakespeare, 
though an outbreak of a disease such as typhoid 
seems likely. What we do know is that � e Bard had 
changed his will just a month before he died, leaving a 
signi� cant amount to his daughter, Judith, but not her 
husband, � omas. He did this because he found out 
that � omas had been cheating on Judith with another 
woman. He left his sister £30, and £5 for each of her 
three sons. His older daughter, Susanna, received most 
of Shakespeare’s household goods and jewels, while the 
“poor of Stratford” were left £10, a generous sum at 
the time.

One of the most famous facts 
about Shakespeare is that he only 
left his wife “my second-best bed 
with the furniture” in his will. � is 
has made some people ask why on 
earth he didn’t leave her the best 
bed! While some experts believe that 
William and Anne did not have the 
happiest of marriages, it is thought 
that, in Shakespeare’s day, the best 
bed in the house was kept for guests, 
meaning the “second-best” bed 
would have been the one he shared 
with Anne. English law at the time 
meant that Anne was entitled to the 
family home, New Place, and also a 
third of Shakespeare’s total wealth 
and belongings. Handwriting experts 

who have studied Shakespeare’s � nal will believe he 
was already very ill at the time. 

At some point before 1623, a monument to 
Shakespeare was put up in the Holy Trinity Church, 
where he is buried. � e epitaph on his grave reads: 

“Good friend, for Jesus’ sake forbear, 
To dig the dust enclosed here. 
Blessed be the man that spares these stones, 
And cursed be he that moves my bones”  

It isn’t clear if Shakespeare wrote the words himself, 
but people have obeyed them and not touched his 
grave since! You can visit the Holy Trinity Church and 
see the Shakespeare statue (see ‘Face the truth’ on the 
opposite page), and Shakespeare’s home is also open 
to the public. � e Shakespeare Birthplace Trust charity 
looks after Shakespeare’s house, Anne Hathaway’s 
childhood cottage and other properties related to � e 
Bard in Stratford-upon-Avon.

From writer to legend

Tragic ending 

Didst thee 

knoweth?
YOU may think Shakespeare’s clothes are a 

little odd, but clothing in Elizabethan England 
was actually controlled by the Queen! In 1574, 
Elizabeth issued a ‘Sumptuary Law’ that listed 

the types of clothing men and women could 
wear. � e fabrics, colours and styles were 
di� erent depending on how much money 

you earned and your place in society. Silk, for 
example, was only allowed for the very top of 
society – members of the royal family, Dukes, 
Marquises and Earls. � e very poorest, on the 
other hand, were only allowed to wear wool, 

linen and sheepskin.

S

HAKESPEARE died on 23 April 1616 in his hometown of Stratford-upon-Avon. 
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A

LTHOUGH he is best known for being a playwright, Shakespeare 
is also considered an excellent poet. In 1609, he published a 

collection of 154 sonnets (the � rst edition is pictured below). 
Sonnets were � rst written in Italy, where the word 

meant ‘little poem’. � ey began appearing in English 
in the 16th/17th centuries, and it was Shakespeare 
and another writer called John Milton who 
became the most well-known sonnet writers. But 
Shakespeare’s sonnets didn’t receive a lot of praise 
and attention until the 19th century.

Shakespeare’s sonnets tell a story: the � rst 17, 
known as the ‘Procreation Sonnets’, are addressed 
to a beautiful man who is being encouraged to 
marry and have children. � e man is known as Fair 
Lord or Fair Youth. 

Sonnet 18 marks a big change: the poem, which 
is one of the most famous pieces of poetry of all 
time, is a declaration of love for a young man. � e 
identity of the man is unknown. 

At the start of the collection, Shakespeare 
wrote a dedication to a Mr WH. Nobody is certain 
who this is, but some theories are that he is a relative of the 
publisher or possibly the Fair Youth who many of the sonnets are about.

Face thetruth?

W

HAT did Shakespeare look like? Well, as with so many parts of � e Bard’s 
life, we can’t be absolutely certain what’s true and what’s not. 

� ere are no written descriptions of his appearance. However, the three portraits of Shakespeare 
below are thought to be genuine. � e two most famous ones were created after he died: the picture 
that appears in the First Folio, and the monument in the church in Stratford-upon-Avon where he is 
buried. Both were probably created from memory. 

� e third is the Cobbe portrait (named after Charles Cobbe, the Archbishop of Dublin who owned 
the painting), which appears on the cover of this Shakespeare newspaper and is thought to have been 
painted during Shakespeare’s lifetime, though some experts are not certain that it’s de� nitely him.   

� ere are a number of other portraits that have been discovered over the years that may also be real  
– and some that have been proven to be forgeries!

1623
� e Droeshout portrait, named after its creator, 
Martin Droeshout, appeared on the title page of the 
First Folio in 1623. It is an engraving made into a 
metal plate rather than a painting.  

BETWEEN 1616 AND 1623
� e Shakespeare funerary monument was put up 
in the Holy Trinity Church at Stratford. We know 
it appeared some time before 1623 because it is 
mentioned in an introduction to the First Folio. 

1610 (POSSIBLY)
� e Cobbe portrait shows a younger Shakespeare with 
almost a full head of hair! Tests have shown that the 
portrait is painted on a panel of oak from after 1595; 
experts think the painting is from 1610.

Shakespeare                  the poet Sonnet 18

Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day? 

� ou art more lovely and more temperate:

Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May,

And summer’s lease hath all too short a date: 

Sometime too hot the eye of heaven shines,

And often is his gold complexion dimm’d; 

And every fair from fair sometime declines,

By chance, or nature’s changing course, untrimm’d;

But thy eternal summer shall not fade

Nor lose possession of that fair thou ow’st;

Nor shall Death brag thou wander’st in his shade,

When in eternal lines to time thou grow’st; 

So long as men can breathe or eyes can see,

So long lives this, and this gives life to thee.



SHAKESPEARE’S Globe
Performances at Shakespeare’s Globe theatre in London 

still attract thousands upon thousands of theatre-goers 
every year from all over the… well, globe. 

� e amphitheatre-style playhouse by the River � ames is 
actually the third version of the theatre and not too far from 
the site of the original location. It was o�  cially opened by 
Queen Elizabeth II in 1997.  

Regular Shakespeare performances are put on at the 
Globe, along with new plays, readings, concerts, lectures and 
workshops, keeping the spirit of Shakespeare alive right in 
the heart of London (see pages 16-17).  

Find out more at www.shakespearesglobe.com.

The Royal Shakespeare 
Company

� e Royal Shakespeare Company (RSC) is a British theatre company based 
in Shakespeare’s birthplace, Stratford-upon-Avon. � ey put on around 20 
productions a year and have two permanent theatres in Stratford-upon-
Avon: � e Royal Shakespeare � eatre and the smaller Swan � eatre. Around 
a million people visit these theatres every year. 

� e company also tours in other areas of the UK and the world, with 
strong bases in both London and New York. 

� e RSC don’t just perform the works of Shakespeare; they also perform 
plays written before Shakespeare’s time and new plays. 

Find out more at www.rsc.org.uk.
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Theatre
Take a look at the last few performances 

held at your local theatre, or if they have a 
brochure or a website, see what’s coming up 
– chances are, one of Shakespeare’s famous 
plays is listed on there. � eatrical productions 
of Shakespeare are as alive today as ever, 
attracting audiences from all walks of life, all 
over the globe. 

Well-known stories, simple plots and 
strong universal themes allow for modern-
day directors to interpret and recreate 
Shakespeare’s plays however they wish. One 
director may choose to create a production of 
Romeo and Juliet with the same old-English 
dialogue, Elizabethan costumes, staging and 
acting as would have been used in a 16th 
century performance of the play. Another 
director may take the classic love story and 
set it in the future, replace the dialogue with 
modern-day language and even rename the 
characters. � is is known as adaptation – we’ll 
get on to this a bit later. 

� ink of Shakespeare’s work as a piece 
of clay – Shakespeare has created an initial 
mould, but there’s a choice to take that mould 
and reshape it into something else. � e end 
result may look completely di� erent, but it’s 
still made from the same piece of clay.

S

HAKESPEARE was born more than 450 years ago and yet his work remains as popular today as it was all those years ago. So what is 
it about Shakespeare’s work that has made it so timeless? How have his plays survived the centuries? � ere are many theories on 

this one, but one word often springs up among experts: adaptation. 

A modern-day audience enjoys 
a performance at Shakespeare’s 
Globe in London

Shakespeare 
              in today’s world

Shakespeare’s plays are legendary for their strong themes: love, death, power, 
revenge, good versus evil, and loss, to name a few. � ese are universal themes that 
most of us can relate to and will connect with any audience, young or old – we’ve all 
felt sad or angry or love for someone.

In Shakespeare’s time, theatre was the only place where his plays could be 

performed. In today’s digital, modern world, the mediums are endless – � lm, 
television, theatre, radio, online, social media – even pop music! We’ll explain that 
one later on…   

Adaptation has allowed Shakespeare to be reworked and rediscovered in a modern 
world; your world. Here’s how the last 100 years have dealt with Shakespeare.

Didst thee 

knoweth?
‘William Shakespeare’ is an anagram of 

‘I am a weakish speller’.  



The Lion King (1994) 
Here’s a � lm secret for you! Did you know that Disney’s � e 

Lion King is actually based on Shakespeare’s play Hamlet?
Unlike Romeo + Juliet, � e Lion King is an example of how 

Shakespeare’s work can inspire. In the case of Hamlet and � e 
Lion King, the plot of Hamlet inspired the story of � e Lion 
King. Let’s look at both plots…

� e story of Hamlet: Hamlet goes about plotting revenge 
on his uncle Claudius, after he kills Hamlet’s father to become 
king. Hamlet wants to prove himself a noble king.

� e story of � e Lion King: Simba’s uncle Scar kills 
Simba’s father Mufasa so that he can become king. Simba is 
driven out of the kingdom and then returns home many years 
later to face his uncle. 

See the similarities? Okay, so Hamlet doesn’t have catchy 
musical numbers or talking lions, but the general plot themes 

of revenge and family are very similar!

Thor (2011)
Many actors and � lm-makers are very vocal about how Shakespeare has 

inspired them today. Take the cast and crew of Marvel’s recent � lm � or, 
the action-fantasy based on the hit comic book character.

� e � lm was directed by legendary Shakespearean actor and � lm 
director Kenneth Branagh. He has adapted many Shakespeare � lms 
into popular blockbusters including Henry V, Othello and Hamlet. 
Since the � lm’s release, Branagh has talked in various interviews about 
how the � lm (and indeed � or himself) was loosely inspired by the works 
of Shakespeare.

Tom Hiddleston, who played � or’s brother Loki in the � lm, said the following about his character 
and the way he chose to play him in the � lm: “We made Loki out of Shakespearean characters. We talked 
about King Lear with its two brothers, Macbeth with his ambition and the way Iago spins every situation for 
self-interest.”
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Film
F

ILM is one of the biggest technological 
revolutions of the modern day. It has created 

an entirely new way of viewing performance and a 
whole new medium for interpreting and delivering 
Shakespeare to modern-day audiences. Film allows 
people to recreate new worlds in the past, present 
and future and bring anything to life. So how 
have modern-day � lm-makers tackled the works 
of Shakespeare? Let’s explore by looking at three 
modern � lms: Romeo + Juliet (1996), � e Lion King 
(1994) and � or (2011), all inspired by the works of 
Shakespeare – yes, really! 

Didst thee 

knoweth?
Shakespeare’s plays and 
sonnets have been adapted 
into 420 feature � lm and 
TV-movie versions. Hamlet 
has appealed most to � lm-
makers, with 79 versions, 
followed by Romeo and 
Juliet with 52, and Macbeth, 
� lmed 36 times.

Didst thee 

knoweth?
Disney’s hit � lm Camp Rock 2 was loosely 

inspired by Shakespeare’s Romeo And 
Juliet. Many other � lms are loosely inspired 

by Shakespeare’s plays and sonnets. Who 
knows? You may have watched one without 

even realising!

Hollywood stars Claire Danes and 
Leonardo DiCaprio in the 1996 fi lmRomeo + Juliet (1996)

Adaptation is one of the biggest tools for introducing the works of Shakespeare 
to new generations. Many directors have adapted Shakespeare’s works into � lms 
over the years. Adaptation allows someone to take a concept or an idea, like 
Shakespeare’s play Romeo and Juliet, and recreate it using new ideas to make 
something very di� erent, like the 1996 � lm Romeo + Juliet. 

Romeo + Juliet had great success in the mid-90s; a � lm version of Shakespeare’s 
great play, with a teen-� lm twist. The � lm remains true to the story of the two main 
characters and even sticks to old English, but everything is modernised. Unlike 
the original play, this � lm is not set in Verona, Italy, but instead in Verona Beach 

in California (get it?). It’s also set in the present day, with all the actors wearing 
modern-day clothes and driving cars! It also includes hit music from the 1990s.

It’s the same story, just told in a completely di� erent way to appeal to an entirely 
di� erent audience. 

Some past � lm versions of Shakespeare’s plays are very direct adaptations. This 
means that they look as if they would on stage at the time of Shakespeare. They 
are still adaptations because they are recreated through the medium of � lm and 
not theatre; they may be shorter and feature multiple locations, but still remain 
faithful to the original script. 
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Hamlet and Simba both 
couldn’t wait to be king! 
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Shakespeare
on social
media

‘Shakespeare’ has more than 80,000 
Twitter followers and over 16m likes 
on Facebook! Don’t ask us how he’s 
tweeting from beyond the grave…

Shakespeare
in comic book

Yes, even 
Shakespeare toys…

Was Olivier the greatest 

Shakespearean actor and 
director of the 20 th century?

Shakespeare in weird
and wonderful places…

S

OME people certainly think so.

Laurence Olivier was a British actor and director born in 
England in 1907. He has been described by some as ‘cinema’s 
� rst great Shakespearean actor’. 

� roughout the 1950s, he was extremely popular on the 
British stage, taking on many of Shakespeare’s roles. He 
also starred in more than 50 � lms throughout his successful 
career, lots of which were Shakespeare adaptations. In fact, 
he was so familiar with Shakespeare’s work, one playwright 
named Charles Bennett famously said that Olivier could speak 
Shakespeare’s lines as naturally as if he were “actually thinking 
them”. 

As well as his acting, Olivier was also praised for his � lm directing. Henry V (1944), an 
adaptation of Shakespeare’s play of the same name, was his directorial debut and was praised 
by � lm critics. He also starred in and produced the � lm. He won a Special Award at the 1947 
Academy Awards for his ‘Outstanding achievement as actor, producer and director in bringing 
Henry V to the screen’ (see right). 

He then went on to direct an adaptation of Hamlet in 1948 which again won him an Oscar, this 
time for Best Film. 

Some believed Olivier’s passion for Shakespeare and � lm helped bring Shakespeare’s legendary 
plays into the 20th century and helped clear the way for future adaptations.

Even musical theatre has taken on the 
challenge of Shakespeare. As with � lm, 
some uses are more obvious than others.  

One of the clearest musical adaptations 
of a Shakespeare play is West Side Story, 
inspired by Romeo and Juliet. 

� e musical is set in mid-1950s New York 
and explores the rivalry between two street 
gangs: the Jets and the Sharks. � e rivalry 
is similar to that of the two households 
in Romeo and Juliet: Romeo’s family, the 
Montagues and Juliet’s family, the Capulets. 

In 1961, a � lm version of the musical 
was released.

Shakespeare’s work has gone on to inspire 
other musicals, operas and even ballet 
performances over the years. 

Shakespeare toys…
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West Side Story performed on stage. 
Does this scene look familiar?

Special Oscar
for Olivier

F

IRST-time 
director 

Laurence Olivier has picked up a special 
award for his screen adaptation of William 
Shakespeare’s Henry V.

Despite being known for his acting talents alone, Laurence 
Olivier has today picked up a Special Award at the 19th 
Academy Awards for his ‘Outstanding achievement as actor, 
producer and director in bringing Henry V to the screen’, 
proving himself a versatile performer both in front of and 
behind the camera. 

� e cinematic adaptation sees Olivier step into the royal 
shoes of British monarch King Henry V.  

Olivier’s Henry V, which also stars Renee Asherson, Robert 
Newton and Leslie Banks, was also nominated for Best Picture, 
Best Actor (Laurence Olivier), Art direction-interior decoration 
(colour) and Best Score at this year’s Academy Awards.

� e win has sparked a wave of excitement in Hollywood 
circles, with many experts saying that the � lm’s success could 
start a new trend in cinema. Are more Shakespeare � lms just 
around the corner?

13 March 1947

Musicals

Didst thee 

knoweth?

SOME of today’s 
most popular 

music is inspired 
by Shakespeare. 
Did you know that 
pop singer Taylor Swift 

related the lyrics of her hit 
song Love Story to the tale 

of Romeo and Juliet? 

I

T seems in today’s technological, multimedia world 
there’s no-one that can’t take on Shakespeare if they 

want to. Shakespeare’s in� uence can be found in so many 
weird and wonderful places in the 21st century. But don’t 
take our word for it…



In Stratford-upon-avon
Start your learning experience where it all began in Stratford-

upon-Avon, the birthplace of William Shakespeare. 
� e Shakespeare Birthplace Trust cares for the world’s greatest 

Shakespeare heritage sites in Stratford-upon-Avon. So venture 
to the Midlands and immerse yourself in the wonderful world of 
William Shakespeare:
– Shakespeare’s birthplace – have a nose around the original 
house where William Shakespeare was born. 
– Mary Arden’s farm – experience a real Tudor farm and try your 

hand at traditional chores like bread-
making and animal-tending. 
WARNING: watch out for animal poo! 
– Anne Hathaway’s cottage and 
gardens – take a stroll through the 
beautiful home of Shakespeare’s wife, Anne. 

Learn more at shakespeare.org.uk.

Shakespeare
Week

Writeth this in thy diaries! 
Organised by the Shakespeare Birthplace 

Trust, Shakespeare Week is a national 
annual campaign that brings the magic of 
Shakespeare and his stories to life – for 
your generation! 

Millions of children join the celebrations 
every year by taking part in lots of events 
during the week, including � lm screenings, 
competitions, acting workshops and even 
special e� ect make-up workshops. Yes, you 
can learn how to create your own fake battle wounds! 
Learn more about Shakespeare Week at shakespeareweek.org.uk.

On your
school stage

What better way to explore the power of 
Shakespeare than by taking on a role yourself? Fancy 
yourself as Romeo, Juliet, Macbeth, Hamlet or even 
a witch, a nymph or an English monarch? Why not 
talk to your drama teacher and suggest that your 
school put on one of Shakespeare’s works as the 
next big school play? Or chat to your teacher about a 
Shakespeare-themed assembly… you could use the information you’ve learned 
in this special newspaper as a good starting point!

29. Learning about Shakespeare

Shakespeare In Love at the 
Noël Coward Theatre in 

London’s West End
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How we can learn more about 

Shakespeare H

EAR ye, hear ye! Sharpen thy quill 
and roll out thy scroll… because 

there’s a world of learning out there!

In class
As one of the greatest writers of all time, Shakespeare is studied in schools 

and universities all over the world. If you haven’t talked about him or his plays 
at school yet, you will soon enough. Many pupils study some of his most famous 
plays at GCSE, AS and A Level, and beyond.

If you can’t wait until then, why not suggest holding a Shakespeare day at 
school? You could organise a fancy dress day where you all come into school 
dressed as famous Shakespeare characters or in Tudor clothes.

While you’ve got their attention and if they haven’t already, don’t forget to 
remind your teacher to register for Shakespeare Week, an annual event jam-
packed full of Shakespearean fun for all ages. 

Keep reading to learn more...

In London
If there’s one place you can go to learn more 

about Shakespeare, it’s London – the city where 
Shakespeare lived and worked. Catch a play 
in the West End or head to the Globe and lose 
yourself in all the rich history. 

Planning a Shakespeare-inspired visit to the 
capital? Visit these websites to help plan your trip:
o  ciallondontheatre.co.uk or
shakespearesglobe.com.

“c
ou

rt
es

y 
of

 th
e 

Sh
ak

es
pe

ar
e 

Bi
rt

hp
la

ce
 T

ru
st

”

“c
ou

rt
es

y 
of

 th
e 

Sh
ak

es
pe

ar
e 

Bi
rt

hp
la

ce
 T

ru
st

”

SB
T 

©
 A

m
y 

M
ur

re
ll

 A view of Anne Hathaway’s cottage in Stratford-upon-Avon

The birthplace of William 
Shakespeare in Stratford-upon-Avon

“ We know what we are, but know not what we may be” – William Shakespeare



Shakespeare glossary
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H

ERE are explanations of the words in blue throughout the issue. 

 Academics – Teachers in a university, 
such as a Professor or Doctor, with expert 
knowledge in a particular subject.

 Acclaim – Enthusiastic praise. 

 Acts – Sections of a play.

 Adaptation – � e process of changing 
something into something else, for example a 
play into a � lm.

 Allegiance – Loyalty or dedication to a 
person, country or belief. 

 Amphitheatres – Circular or oval 
theatre spaces popular in ancient Rome and 
ancient Greece where theatrical or sporting 
events were held. 

 Avenge – To punish someone as a reaction 
to something they have done to hurt you.

 Blasphemy – Something that insults 
God, a religion or sacred things.

 Catholic – A follower of the Catholic 
Church.

 Circumnavigation – To sail, � y or 
walk around something. 

 Contagious – Capable of being passed 
on by contact; usually used when talking 
about disease.

 Continent – Any one of the world’s large 
parts of land, made up of lots of countries. 
Europe, Asia and Africa are continents.

 Decree – A law made by someone in 
authority. 

 Edicts – Decisions by an authority � gure 
(such as the Queen) that become law.

 Epitaph – Words or a phrase written in 
memory of someone who has died, often on
a tombstone.

 Fictional – Something made up.  

 Figurehead – Someone who is the head 
of a movement or organisation.

 Galleons – Large sailing ships used from 
the 15th to the 18th centuries.

 Genres – Styles or categories of literature 
or art in general. 
 

 House of correction – An institution 
where prisoners, who included beggars, were 
required to do hard work for long hours.

 Immerse – Involve oneself fully in an activity.

 Legislation – � e act of making laws.

 Mediums – Methods of communication, 
such as TV, theatre, � lm, radio, newspapers etc. 

 Moor – � e Moors were a group of North 
African Arabs who ruled parts of Spain from the 
eighth century until 1492. � ey were forced to 
convert to Christianity.

 Persecuted – To be harassed or 
mistreated, sometimes violently. � e term is 

often applied when people are abused due to
their religion, race, sexuality or beliefs.

 Plot – � e story of a play, novel or � lm.

 Prejudice – A negative opinion or feeling 
formed without proper knowledge or facts.

 Prose – Writing that is presented in its 
ordinary form, without rhyme or verses.

 Protagonists – � e lead characters in a 
play, � lm or novel. 

 Protestant – A follower of any of the 
Christian churches that separated from the 
Roman Catholic Church in the 16th century.
 

 Sonnets – Short, rhyming poems, usually 
of 14 lines in length.

 Summons – An order to appear before an 
authority � gure such as a judge.

 Taxes – An amount of money collected from 
individuals and businesses by the Government. 

 Thatched – Covered with thatch, which 
is usually made of dry materials such as straw, 
rushes, heather and leaves.

 Treason – An act of betrayal against your 
own country.

If you would like to order additional copies of 
this issue please go to www.	 rstnews.co.uk/

special-issues/shakespeare/teachers

With special thanks to 

Find out more about Shakespeare Week at: 
www.shakespeareweek.org.uk



Has played: Richard III in 
Richard III in the West End 
You may know him from: 

� e Hobbit, Sherlock

Has played: Richard II from 
Richard II in the West End 

You may know him from: 
Doctor Who, Nativity 2

Has played: Henry V in Henry V on 
television and Coriolanus in 

Coriolanus on stage
You may know him from: � or, 

� or: � e Dark World

Has played: Viola 
in Twelfth Night on stage in New York
You may know her from: � e Dark 

Knight Rises, � e Princess Diaries

Has played: Bottom in A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream on stage

You may know him from: 
Britain’s Got Talent

Has played: Demetrius in a � lm version 
of A Midsummer Night’s Dream 

You may know him from: 
Batman Begins, � e Dark Knight, 

� e Dark Knight Rises

Has played: Romeo in Romeo and 
Juliet on Broadway in New York

You may know him from: Pirates of 
the Caribbean, Lord of the Rings

Has played: Beatrice in Much Ado 
About Nothing in the West End

You may know her from: Doctor 
Who, Nativity 3: Dude, Where’s 

My Donkey?

Has played: Various roles in lots of 
stage shows and played Desdemona 

in a � lm version of Othello
You may know her from: Harry 

Potter, Downton Abbey

Has played: Olivia in Twelfth Night 
and Ophelia in Hamlet on � lm

You may know her from: Harry 
Potter, Cinderella (2015)

Has played: � e lead role in around a 
dozen stage shows and many � lm and 

television adaptations
You may know him from: � e Hobbit, 

Lord of the Rings, X-Men

Has played: Various roles in lots 
of stage shows and several � lm 

adaptations including Hamlet, Romeo 
and Juliet and Henry V

You may know her from: 
Casino Royale, Skyfall

Name: Orlando BloomName: Anne HathawayName: Martin Freeman Name: Helena Bonham-Carter

Name: David Tennant Name: David Walliams Name: Catherine Tate Name: Sir Ian McKellen

Name: Tom Hiddleston Name: Christian Bale Name: Dame Maggie Smith Name: Dame Judi Dench

Shakespeare A-listers
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H

ere’s a fun fact for you – the majority of the entertainment industry’s biggest � lm stars have challenged 
themselves to a Shakespeare performance or two in the past. Shakespeare is tackled a lot at drama schools, 

where actors go to train. Some A-listers have taken on Shakespeare parts in � lm adaptations and modern-day 
stage plays. Check out our Shakespeare Wall of Fame below, featuring A-listers who are partial to � e Bard’s work... 

Didst thee 

knoweth? 

Shakespeare’s wife 
was called Anne 
Hathaway, too.



The world’s a stage

 FirstNews   IN FOCUS – WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE32. Shakespeare today

MORE THAN 400 years on, and more alive than ever

Even the Simpsons have taken on 
Shakespeare. The famous family 

recreated the tragedy, Hamlet… with their 
own unique spin, of course

Hailee Steinfeld and Douglas 
Booth in Romeo & Juliet (2013) 

Dame Judi Dench as Queen Elizabeth 
in the fi lm Shakespeare in Love (1998)

Shakespeare can be adapted in lots of 
ways. You’re unlikely to ever see the 

same Shakespeare play twice…

An adaptation of A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream set in India

Jonathan Douglas as Hamlet

Shakespeare in Love, inspired 
by the life and works of 

Shakespeare, is one of the 
West End’s most popular plays 

Alan Cumming plays 
Macbeth on stage

West Side Story is 
a musical inspired 
by Shakespeare’s 
Romeo and Juliet 

and set in New 
York in the 
mid-1950s 

Disney’s musical adventure Camp 
Rock 2, starring the Jonas Brothers, is 
loosely inspired by Romeo and Juliet

Theatre

Musicals

Film

Animation

Disney’s The Lion King 
was inspired by Hamlet

The 2011 animation Gnomeo and Juliet 
used computer imagery to recreate 

Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet with an 
unusual twist… garden gnomes!

A Midsummer Night’s Dream (1999)

Leonardo DiCaprio in 
Romeo + Juliet  (1996)The Taming of the Shrew (1967)
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