William Shakespeare
(1564-1616)

e know very little of William Shakespeare’s life. In the
Wearly years of the 1600s, nobody realized that this actor
and writer would one day become known as the world’s
greatest playwright and poet. In the 1600s, there were no talk
show hosts to interview Shakespeare, no Sunday supplements
to feature all the intimate details of his life. This neglect, how-
ever, has been corrected in the past few hundred years. By
now, more material has been written about Shakespeare and
his works than about any other writer in the world.

What we do know about Shakespeare comes mainly from
public records. We know that he was baptized on April 26,
1564, in Stratford-on-Avon, a market town about one hun-
dred miles northwest of London. It is assumed he was born a
few days before his baptism, and so, his birthday is celebrated
on April 23, possibly only because he died on that date in
1616. He was one of eight children.

His father, John Shakespeare, sold gloves and other com-
modities in Stratford and was a man of some importance in
the town, serving at various times as alderman and “high
bailiff"—the equivalent of a mayor today.

William went to the local grammar school, which was very
different from grammar schools today. In those days it was rare
for students to move on to a university; the Stratford grammar
school provided Shakespeare and other boys of Stratford (no
girls went to school) with all their formal education. And what
they learned in this school was Latin—Latin grammar and Latin
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_literature, including the schoolboys’ favorite—Ovid’'s amorous
retelling of the Greek and Roman myths.

In 1582, Shakespeare married Anne Hathaway, who was
eight years older than he was, and in 1583, their first child,
Susanna, was born. In 1585, Anne gave birth to twins, Ham-

net and Judith. Then, from 1585 until 1592, Shakespeare's
history goes blank.

Many people believe that Shakespeare went to London to
seek his fortune the year after the twins were born. We know
that by 1592 he had become an actor and a playwright because
that year a rival playwright, Robert Greene, scathingly warned
other playwrights against the actor who had become a writer:

There is an upstart crow, beautified with our feathers . . .

that supposes he is as well able to bombast out a blank
verse as the best of you. . . .

Greene refers to a fable in which a crow struts about in an-
other bird's feathers—as an actor can only recite others’

words. Greene was insulting an upstart, a mere actor who
dared to write.

Actors were held in disrepute at the time. In fact, they were
often lumped together with other unsavory groups: “rogues,
vagabonds, sturdy beggars, and common players.” Local officials
frequently tried to close the theaters because they felt clerks and
apprentices wasted time there (performances were in the day-
time). They also felt that disease was too easily spread among
the audience members. In fact, the London theaters were closed
for long periods during the plague years of 1592-1594.

Thus, actors sought the protection and support of noblemen
with the power to speak for their rights against critical town au-
thorities. In 1594, it appears that Shakespeare became a charter
member of a theatrical group called the Lord Chamberlain’s
Men, which became the King's Men in 1603. (The patron of the
group was none other than King James himself.) Shakespeare




INTRODUCTION ® 3

acted and wrote for this company until he retired to Stratford in
1612. By that time, he had written thirty-seven plays—come-
dies, histories, tragedies, and romances—including his tragic
masterpieces Hamlet, Othello, King Lear, and Macbeth.

It is sometimes difficult to fix the dates of Shakespeare’s
works because plays were not routinely published after pro-
duction as they generally are now. In Shakespeare's day, plays
became the property of the theaters, and the theaters were
not eager to have copies made available for rival theaters to
use. Some of Shakespeare’'s plays were published during his
lifetime but often in versions of dubious authenticity. It was
not until 1623 that two men who had been with Shakespeare
in the King's Men brought out what théy called “True Original
Copies” of all the plays. This volume is called the First Folio.

It is believed that Julius Caesar was written in 1598-1599,
because a Swiss traveler who was in England in September
1599 wrote about a visit to the Globe. The Swiss visitor was
most impressed, for good reason, with the intricate and vigor-
ous Elizabethan dancing:

After dinner on the twenty-first of September, at about
two o’clock, | went with my companions over the water,
and in the strewn-roof house [the playhouse with a
thatched roof] saw the tragedy of the first Emperor
Julius with at least fifteen characters very well acted. At
the end of the comedy they danced according to their
custom with extreme elegance. Two men in men’'s
clothes and two in women's gave this performance, in
wonderful combination with each other.

Shakespeare died on April 23, 1616, at the age of fifty-two.
He was buried in the Holy Trinity Church at Stratford, where
his grave can still be seen today. A bequest he made in his will
has attracted almost as much interest and curiosity as any-
thing in his plays—he left his wife his “second-best bed."
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The Elizabethan Stage

he Elizabethan stage would have seemed very strange to

American theatergoers of fifty or sixty years ago, who
were accustomed to elaborate and realistic settings placed on
a stage separated from the audience by a huge velvet curtain.
This is called a proscenium stage, and though it's still more or
less standard today, the newer arena stages, thrust stages, and
open stages have made us much more at home with Shake-
speare’'s theater. The use of these simpler stages that make the
audience feel they're a part of the action recalls the saying
that all you need for a theater is “a platform and a passion or
two."”

As with Shakespeare’'s life, we have only sketchy informa-
tion about the early English theaters. It appears that the wan-
dering acting companies in England had originally set up their
stages—mere platforms—wherever they could find space,
often in the courtyards of inns. The audience stood around
three sides of the stage, or if they paid more, they sat in chairs
on the balconies surrounding the inn yard.

When James Burbage (the father of Richard Burbage, the
actor who was to perform most of Shakespeare's great tragic
parts) decided in 1576 to build the first permanent theater just
outside the city of London, it was natural that he should dupli-
cate the courtyard theaters in which his company had been
performing. Burbage called his new playhouse simply “The
Theater.”
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The Globe—The “Wooden O"

In 1599, the owner of the land on which Burbage had built his
theater apparently decided to raise the rent. Because the
theater was somewhat behind in its rent payments, the land-
lord threatened to take it over. On the night of January 20,
1599, James Burbage's son Cuthbert and others in the com-
pany stealthily took their theater apart timber by timber and
rowed the pieces across the river, where they later recon-
structed the theater and called it the Globe. This was the the-
ater where Shakespeare's greatest plays were performed.

In Henry V, Shakespeare calls the theater “this wooden O."
It consisted of an open space, perhaps sixty-five feet in diame-
ter, surrounded by a more or less circular building thirty feet
high and consisting of three tiers of seats for spectators. As in
the inn courtyards, the stage, which was forty feet by thirty
feet and five feet off the ground, projected into the open
space.

The interesting part of the stage was at the rear, where
there was a small curtained inner stage, flanked by two en-
trances, with an upper stage above it. Stout pillars held up a
narrow roof over the rear part of the stage. This was called
“the Heavens.” The front part of the stage was equipped with
a trapdoor, which could be used for burial scenes, surprise en-
trances, and mysterious exits.

The Sets: Mostly Imagination
Shakespeare trusted his audience's imagination. He knew he
did not need elaborate sets to re-create a battle scene or a
bedroom or the Roman Forum. The audience members could
do it for themselves. Moreover, without elaborate sets to
move on and off the stage, Shakespeare could change scenes
with the kind of fluidity we see in movies today.
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Here is how Shakespeare prompted his audience to see
hundreds of horsemen (and to costume his kings) in lines from
the Prologue to Henry V:

...letus..

On your imaginary forces work. . . .

Think, when we talk of horses, that you see them
Printing their proud hoofs i’ th’ receiving earth;

For 'tis your thoughts that now must deck our kings.

Though Shakespeare made no attempt to use realistic set-
tings, it appears that his kings and other characters were
splendidly decked out. He also called for flags and banners
and musicians, and the multilayered stage could produce spe-
cial effects. Characters could be lowered from the Heavens by
cranes, and there were sound effects as well. In fact, these
special effects caused the destruction of the Globe. In 1613,
during the battle scene of Henry VIII, a stagehand was lighting
the fuse of a cannon. A spark flew up and started a fire in the
thatched roof of the Heavens, and the theater burned down.

Because the plays were performed during the daytime in
the open air, there was no need for stage illumination. Shake-
speare had to convey the idea of night by having characters
carry torches. (Today, to shoot a night scene in the daytime,
movie directors use filters on their cameras to darken the
scene.)

The Actors: All Males
In Shakespeare’s time, all actors were male. (It wasn't until
1660, when the exiled King Charles Il was restored to the Eng-
lish throne, and the repressive Puritan dominance ended, that
women played in professional theaters.) Boys who had been
recruited from the choir schools and trained professionally
played the female roles. It was not too difficult to create the
illusion that these boys were women. Shakespeare's plays
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were performed in contemporary Elizabethan costumes, and
women's clothing of the day was very elaborate and conceal-
ing, with long, full skirts flowing from extremely narrow
waists. Women also wore elaborate wigs and powdered their
faces heavily. So, all in all, the transformation of boys into
women characters was not that unbelievable.
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Background on the Play:
The Results of Violence

ssassination. The murder of a public figure is an act that
Acan take place in a split second yet change the course of
history. We've seen a number of assassinations in the twentieth
century. This play is about the assassination of a Roman gen-
eral and dictator who lived and died (an extremely violent
death) more than two thousand years ago. Shakespeare drew
his material from an ancient biographical text called Lives of
the Noble Grecians and Romans, which first appeared in trans-
lation in England in 1579. This work was written by Plutarch
(A.D. 46—-after A.D. 119), a Greek writer and biographer who
lived close to the time of Julius Caesar. Greek and Roman his-
tory and culture had a great appeal for the English of the Eliza-
bethan Age. They tended to see their own age mirrored in
those great ancient civilizations.

Rome in Caesar's Day: Continuous War
We get the impression that the Roman world in Caesar's time
was continually at war. Today, the generals of the United
States Army are ultimately responsible to the president, who is
their commander-in-chief. But two thousand years ago in
Rome, the generals had enormous individual power. Powerful
generals like Caesar moved with their plundering armies over
the entire Mediterranean world. After these “private armies”
subdued weaker countries, the territories were then ruled by

) -
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Roman governors who exacted cruel taxes on the conquered
people.

Sometimes the generals turned on one another, because
they were strong men battling for power. This is what hap-
pened when the generals Caesar and Pompey clashed in the
civil war that began in 49 B.cC.

Caesar and Pompey: Jealousy and Murder
Caesar and, Pompey were friends. Pompey married Caesar’s
daughter Lg};/his first wife. In 60 B.c., the two generals helped
to bring order to a weakened government, when they, along
with Crassus, formed the First Triumvirate (three-man govern-
ment).

Eager for still more power and realizing that he could only
achieve it with conquests and money, Caesar departed for
what has been called the Gallic Wars. For eight years, he and
 his armies roamed Europe, subjugating France, Belgium, and
parts of Holland, Germany, and Switzerland. Caesar amassed
huge sums of money, which he sent back to Rome to gain
favor with the people.

Caesar's daughter died in 54 B.c., and in 49 BC. Pompey,
jealous of Caesar's growing power and favor with the people,
threw his weight te the Senate, which was also wary of Cae-
sar’'s ambitions.

Caesar considered himself a defender of the people, but
critics said that he gained the people’s support with bribes and
handouts. His enemies said he deprived the Romans of their
liberty.

Caesar refused the Senate’s order to give up his command
and return to Rome as a private citizen. Instead, he marched
his army on Rome, took control, and chased Pompey all the
way to Egypt. There, Pompey was murdered before Caesar
could capture him. Caesar lingered in Egypt for nine months,
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bewitched by the twenty-two-year-old Cleopatra. Establishing
her on the throne of Egypt under his protection, Caesar went
to Spain, where he defeated an army led by Pompey's sons.

The Unconquerable God

When he returned to Rome, Caesar was invincible. He was
declared dictator for ten years and saw to it that his support-
ers, including Brutus, became senators. As his desire for power
grew obsessive, he had a statue of himself, bearing the in-
scription “To the Unconquerable God," erected in the Temple
of Quirinus. The common people loved him; later, Caesar was
declared dictator for life.

But to a number of Romans, Caesar's ambition was de-
plorable. The last Roman king had been overthrown 450 years
before, when the Romans set up a republican government.
The idea of another king ruling the “free Romans” was un-
thinkable. As Caesar’'s arrogance and power became unbear-
able to certain senators, they made plans to assassinate him
on March 15, 44 B.c. Shakespeare’'s play opens a month be-
fore the murder.

In all of Shakespeare's plays, the characters (no matter
what historical period they live in) occupy a world that is run
by a benevolent God who rewards good and punishes evil. In
Shakespeare’s day people believed that the universe was es-
sentially good and orderly. All order stemmed from the au-
thority of God, the supreme ruler. The monarch's right to rule
came from God too, and so opposition to the anointed ruler
was really opposition to God. When the chain of authority
was snapped, the heavens would be offended, and a whole
society might be plunged into disorder.
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How to Read the Play

Hear the Beat
As with all of Shakespeare's plays, Julius Caesar is written in
blank verse. Blank verse duplicates the natural rhythms of Eng-
lish speech. Blank verse is unrhymed iambic pentameter, which
means that each line of poetry in the play is built on five iambs.
An iamb consists of an unstressed syllable followed by a stressed
syllable, as in the word prépare. Pentameter means simply that
there are five iambs in a line. Read these lines aloud to feel the
beat. In fact, strike the strong and weak beats with your fingers:

The evil that men do lives after them,

The gc')od is oft interréd with their bones.

A whole play written in this pattern would become
singsong. To break the monotony and alter the emphasis,
Shakespeare sometimes reverses the stressed and unstressed
syllables. Which syllables would you stress in the following
speech? Actors don’t always read speeches with the same em-

phasis. You'll probably find variations in reading these lines in
your own group. (Read aloud.)

This was the noblest Roman of them all.
All the conspirators save only he
Did that they did in envy of great Caesar.

Shakespeare doesn't let all his characters speak in blank
verse. You'll notice that the commoners speak, as we all do, in
ordinary prose. (So does Brutus in his funeral oration.)
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Pauses and Stops for Breath

Follow the punctuation marks, and resist the temptation to
stop at the end of each line. Thus, in the first passage above,
you would pause at the end of the first line and come to a full
stop at the end of the second. (Try it.) In the next passage,
you'd make a full stop for breath at the end of the first line but
not at the end of the second line. The second line has no end
punctuation, and sense requires that you move on. (Try it.)
Lines that end with a punctuation mark are called end-
stopped lines. Lines that do not end with a punctuation mark
are called run-on lines. (For the complete meaning, you must
“run on” to the next line.)

Archaic Words
One character in the play is a soothsayer. In Shakespeare's
day, the word sooth meant “truth.” We rarely use the word
now. Today, we'd call such a person a fortune teller or an as-
trologer. Here, from Julius Caesar, are some other words that
are now archaic.

ague: fever.

alarum: a call to arms, such as a trumpet.

an: if.

betimes: from time to time.

fleering: flattering.

hence, whence, thence: here, where, there.

hie: hurry.

knave: servant, or person of humble birth.

Marry!: a mild oath, shortened from “By the Virgin
Mary!"”

moe: more. Moe was used to refer to number and
amounts; more, to size.

prithee: pray thee (beg thee).

smatch: small amount.
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Words with Different Meanings

The most troublesome words in Shakespeare’s plays are those
still in use but with different meanings. When Flavius calls the
cobbler “Thou naughty knave,” he seems to be merely scold-
ing the man by calling him naughty. But naughty here means
“worthless,” so the sense of Flavius's line is different from
what you might think. Here are other familiar words from
Julius Caesar that had different meanings in Shakespeare's
day.

closet: a small room, often a private study.

exhalations: meteors.

gentle: noble. A “gentleman” was once a man who
had a title.

ghastly: ghostly.

humor: temper or disposition.

indifferently: impartially.

just: true.

merely: wholly, entirely.

repair: go.

sad: serious.

saucy: presumptuous.

soft: slowly, or “wait a minute.”

wit: intelligence.

Act It Out!
Don’'t forget that this play was created for an ordinary audi-
ence—people just like the ones who flock to movies or to rock
concerts today. To get a feel for the play as action, plan to per-
form as much of it as possible.

You might begin with the first scene—it's a brief street
scene in which a group of working people encounter two mili-
tary officers. Here are some suggestions for performing this
scene:

R i
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1. Break into small groups. Assign parts to group members. Be
sure to let each group member have a turn at reading a
part.

2. Or, for this first scene, especially, you could do choral read-
ings. Again, break into groups. Each group should then
split into two smaller groups. Let one small group read the
commoners' lines and the other small group read the
speeches of the tribunes. Then, have the groups switch
roles: The commoners become the tribunes and the tri-
bunes become the commoners.

As you read the scene, don't worry about the way the ar-
chaic words are pronounced; you'll figure this out soon
enough, or you'll just agree as a class on how to pronounce
some of the old language. Don't worry about the poetry; read
all the lines in the scene as if they were prose. Read for sense
only: At this point, don't worry about acting the scene out.

After your reading, discuss what happens in the scene and
how you feel about it. Who are these people? What is going
on? What did you have difficulty with?

Now, perform the scene again, but this time, act it out as if
you were performing in a theater. Some of you will be the ac-
tors, at least one will be the director, and some of you will be
the audience. How will you set the scene? What are the char-
acters doing as they speak? What props will you need, if any?
How will you get audience feedback after your performance?

Beginnings and endings are important in Shakespeare.
What did you learn from performing this opening scene?
What is happening in Rome? If you were one of the common-
ers scolded here, how would you feel?




