William Shakespeare (1564-1616)
The greatest dramatist of the age William Shakespeare was often called “The Great Unknown", or "Our Na​tional Bard". Shakespeare followed the bardic tradition in wishing his stories to be heard rather than read. He was born in Stratford-upon-Avon on 23th of April, 1564.
The town began as a settlement on the banks of the River Avon in Roman and Saxon times. By King John reign (1167-1216) Stratford had grown into a market town with merchants and tradesmen. Elizabethan Stratford was an important regional centre.

Shakespeare's parents came from local farming families. John Shakespeare had married into money. The Shakespeares lived in Henley Street which is known as the "Birthplace”.
John Shakespeare acted as a wool mer​chant for local farmers. It was his business. At the same time he was a prominent member of the town council and became an olderman in 1568.
The family was not rich yet. They rented a house and some land. There were eight children in the family: four girls ad four boys Three of them died young. William was the third child, he was free and open-hearted. He attend​ed a local Grammar School where the priest of the church was also the school​master. There Wil​liam studied for six years, mainly learning Latin. He was still a boy when he began to set and produce plays. It was his hobby, and nothing could stop him, nothing could make him give up his hobby.
Shakespeare seems to have been influenced by the countryside around Stratford. His works are permeated with the idyllic images of birds, flowers and animals.
A short distance from Stratford in the village of Shottery there lived Anne Hathaway, a daughter of a farmer. She was also poor and worked for the merchants of Stratford. William was eighteen and Anne was twenty-six. They fell in love with each other and married on November 28, 1582. Shakespeare gave her a ring and a poem. Their living was not rich. They had three children, and William had to work as an assistant at Stratford Grammar School. Soon life in Stratford became intolerable for him, and he decided to try his luck in London. 

Shakespeare came to London to enter upon a living as an actor and playwright.

London period

London of the end of the 16th century was the centre of political, commercial and cultural life. London had many playhouses. William Shakespeare joined “The Lord Chamberlain`s Men” company, first as an assistant of the director. He had to help the actors to appear on the stage in time. But Shakespeare was a very good actor himself. He improved the plays, paying much attention to the comic characters, clowns. He breathed life into them and made them the central heroes of the dramas. So step by step, William Shakespeare became not only a good actor, but an excellent dramatist as well. By 1592 his reputation as an actor and writer was established in the capital. He was a principal actor in his own plays, but we don't know which parts he took. In Ben Jonson's plays Shakespeare is listed amongst “principal comedians" and “the principal tragedians”. The actors of the company had to play at Queen Elizabeth's court.
In 1603 when James I came to the throne "The Lord Chamberlain's Men" was renamed "The King's Men" Before James I became king of England, he was already the King of Scotland (as James VI). His succession to the English throne was a serious blow to Edinburgh, to Scottish poetry and other arts, to the language itself. James VI, king and scholar, who wrote verses himself, gathered in his court in Edinburgh a group of poets and musicians known as the Castilian Band. When the king flittered to London, he took with him royal powers and patronage and they were increasingly subject to Eng​lish influences. English became the language of govern​ment, of social ambition and also of the Church as a consequence of the adoption of the English translation of the Bible which had been authorized by James himself.  "The King's Men” had no theatre of their own. Thus Shakespeare decided to build a profitable theatre where the actors could work. That was a great idea. By the end of the I6th century the playhouse was built. It was  called   "The   Globe",   because   the  building  was round. The galleries and the stage had a roof over them to be protected from rains and hot sun. But the pit was open to the sky. This theatre was a summer one, and it was called "The Golden Theatre". William Shakespeare became the manager of the theatre. He was honest and hardworking.  Both qualities attracted many actors to his playhouse. Shakespeare was open-hearted, sociable and he had gained a lot of friends among the actors and dramatists like Ben Jonson and Christopher Маrlowe. The performances were not only interesting. They were striking. By the end of the century the London stage shook with Shakespeare's plays.   His creations were great. By 1597 he had become wealthy and managed to purchase the largest house in Stratford, New Place. His visit to his native town was brief and he returned to London to write  more plays.   His tragedies were splendid, they reflected his personal life experience, his feelings and thoughts.  We can form an opinion about his intellect by his masterpieces. 

But   we   know   little   about   this   period   of   Shakespeare's life. We only know that he lived in London for twenty-five years and was deeply involved in London theatre life.
In 1613,   during a   performance of Shakespeare’s “King Henry VIII”, a spark from a cannon set light to the roof thatch of “The Globe" and destroyed the building. It was rebuilt the following year. Nowadays Shakespeare's Globe Theatre on Bank-side produces the new crafts in acting and costuming to suit Shakespeare's theatre, to create the unique atmosphere of those times. All the performances con​tinue whatever the weather though "The Globe" is an Open Air Theatre. There are 28 steps to the Middle Gallery and 50 steps to the Upper Gallery.
After 1614 William Shakespeare stopped going to London. He settled down at New Place. In about a month before his death Shakespeare signed his will. He died on 23 April, 1616. His tomb is in the Stratford Church. Shakespeare's wife Anne lived until 1623. After her death New Place was sold.
William Shakespeare was a poet of nature and a real representative of the Renaissance. He was a humanist, he wanted to overcome evil and stressed the fact that killing doesn't solve the problem. Shakespeare was a poet of realism. Thus most common people understood him better than the aristocracy did. Unfortunately, no manuscript copy of a Shakespeare's play survives, be​cause plays were not produced as manuscripts in his time. Each actor's part was written out separately, with cues.

 Only after his death in 1623 Shakespeare's plays were published by his friend, an actor of his company Ben Jonson. The book consisted of thirty-six of Shakespeare’s plays, of which eighteen had not been published before, including some of his best-known works.
Shakespeare's Works
The Plays. The First Period
We don't know for sure the order in which Shakespeare wrote his plays. But traditionally his literary activity is divided into three periods.

The first falls between 1590 and 1600. His comedies belong to the first period of his creative work. In his plays of that period Shakespeare reflects the spirit of merry England of that time. The plays are full of light, wit and optimism. Even in "Romeo and Juliet”, the tragedy that was written during this period, the author didn’t stress the note of grief. All the plays are written in the bright manner of the Renaissance.
The plays of the first period are:
1590— "King Henry VI” (parts 1, 2, 3).
1591     Henry VI (1421-1471) was murdered during the Wars of the Roses.                                                                                                                         
1592 — "King Richard II”. Richard II (1377-1399) was the King of England in 1377-1399. He became very unpopular He was removed by his cousin Henry IV. In 1399 he was put into prison and died or was murdered  there in 1400.
1592 — "The Comedy of Errors";

1594 — "The Two Gentlemen of Verona”, "Romeo and Juliet”;

1595—  "A Midsummer Night's Dream";
1598—  "King John”.  King John (1167-1216) was the   king   of England   from 1199   until   his death.  He is famous for signing the Magna Carta in 1215.
1596—  "The Merchant of Venice".   It is called a comedy, though Shylock, a bad character, is the first great  tragic figure.
1597 — "King Henry IV" (parts 1, 2). Henry IV (1366-1413) — the King of the Kingdom from 1399. He was unsuccessful in his attempts to gain control over Wales and Scotland.
1598— "Much Ado about Nothing”. It is a well-balanced comedy with excellent dialogues and monologues based on love affairs».
1598 — "King Henry V”. Henry V (1387-1422) - the king оf England from 1413 until his death. He defeated the French at the battles of Agin-court. This battle is described in the play.
1599—    "Julius Caesar". Caesar is the Roman leader murdered by his friend Brutus, thinking Cae​sar is taking too much power.
1600—    "Twelfth  Night; or,   What  You  Will”. This play is the perfection of English Comedy. It is full of humour and action.
The Plays. The Second Period
Shakespeare's tragedies belong to the second period of his work. The second period falls between 1600-1608. During that time the author reaches his full maturity. He becomes a great dramatist of the Renaissance, his main ideology is humanism, and he presents the great human problems in his plays. The writer vividly reveals human relations, shows his characters. Shakespeare portrays his personages with sympathy, he proves that it is not enough to be wise to become happy, that human relations depend on social problems. Shakespeare’s plays оf the second period make the dramatist the greater humanist of the English Renaissance.            

The   plays   of   the   second   period   are:
1601 – “Hamlet, Prince of Denmark”;

1602 – “All`s Well That Ends Well”;

1604 – “Othello, The Moor of Venice”; “Measure for Measure”;

1605 – “King Lear”; “Macbeth”;

1606 - "Antony and Cleopatra";

1607 – “Timon of Athens”;

1608 - "Pericles, Prince of Tyre”.

The Plays. The Third Period
Shakespeare's allegorical plays belong to the third period at his literary work. That period falls between 1609— 1612. There are no tragic motives in the plays оf the third period. The social conflicts are not so strong, and the dramatist transfers us to the world of fantasy and tale.
The plays of the third period are:
1609 — “Cymbeline";

1610 — “The   Winter's Таle";

1612 — "King Henry VIII”. Henry VIII (1491-1547) — the king of England from 1509 until his death. He got rid of the Catholic Church in England and made himself Head of the New Church.
Shakespeare's plays of that period are called the Romantic Drama.
Shakespeare's Sonnets

William Shakespeare left 154 sonnets. They were written in 1590`s, and published in 1609. A sonnet is a poetical form that appeared in Italy in the 14th cen​tury. The Sonnet came to England during the early Renaissance.
Shakespeare's sonnets are devoted either to his friend or to the "Dark Lady".
His sonnet has 14 lines, but it is divided into three stanzas of four lines with a final rhyming couplet. The rhyme scheme of the sonnet is: ababcdcdefefgg.
Shakespeare's   tragedies   
Among   Shakespeare's   tragedies   we   must distin​guish the five great ones.
1. "Romeo and Juliet” (1594-1595); 

2. "Hamlet" (1600—I601 );
3.  "Othello” (1604-1605);
4.  "Macbeth" (1605-1606);
5.  "King Lear (1606).
Besides, there were three Roman tragedies:

1. "Julius Caesar” (1599);
2. "Antony and Cleopatra" (1606-1607);
3.  "Coriolanus" (1607).
We know Shakespeare to be an "expert" of the human souls and feelings. That's why each of his plays, especially tragedies, is the evidence of his love of Man. He creates characters of great depth and unusual intel​lect. We see a philosopher in Hamlet. But Hamlet's weakness is hesitation, inability to act; he is only a thinker. Othello's weak point is his crazy jealousy. Macbeth and his wife, Lady Macbeth, are too greedy and unfair. King Lear’s weakness is his belief in flattery. The story of pure and tragic love of Romeo and Juliet is known all over the world. In each of the Roman tragedies the fatal weakness of the characters and the tragic events are closely connected. Brutus in "Julius Caesar” is not a practical man, Antony in "Antony and Cleopatra” is ruined because of his love of comfort, Coriolanus wrecks his own life because of his terrible pride.

HAMLET
The Queen of Denmark becomes a widow by the sudden death of her husband. But in less than two months after his death she marries Claudius, her husband's brother. Claudius takes the throne of Denmark, though the lawful successor of the throne is Hamlet, the son of the Queen.
Hamlet, Prince of Denmark, studies at the University of Wittenberg. But he learns of his father's death and hurries home to Elsinore. Hamlet is the only one who loves the memory of his dead father and he takes to heart the strange behaviour of his Mother Ger​trude.
Hamlet doesn't know the reason of his father's death. Claudius tells him about the sting of a serpent, but Hamlet doubts. He is sure that it is Claudius who has stung his father in order to take the throne. The new king fears his subjects, and the queen takes on the manner of her new husband. Hamlet loses his good looks, he wears a black suit, the symbol of death. Hamlet’s friend Horatio claims that the spirit of the dead king is wandering during соld nights near the castle. One evening Hamlet and Horatio are walking near the castle when suddenly they see the Ghost coming. Seeing his father Hamlet is surprised and even afraid. Suddenly the Ghost calls Hamlet by his name and advises him to go to the more removed place, where they would be alone and the Ghost would tell his son why he has left his grave.
And when they are alone the Ghost tells him about the murder. Hamlet decides on revenge. Не wants to see all evil abolished. By then he begins to think too much and to hesitate if the Ghost was telling the truth. He fells into melancholy. He pre​tends he has gone mad. Hamlet writes a letter full of deep love to Ophelia, the daughter of Polonius, Lord Chamberlain. That letter makes all the court think that the reason of his madness is love.
Meanwhile, Hamlet continues to meet with his father's spirit. But he is not sure that the Ghost is indeed his father's or if it is a devil who has assumed his father's shape in order to take advantage of Hamlet’s melancholy and weakness. And Hamlet wants to find evidence of the murder. During one of the performances, when the actors acts out the death of the old King of Troy, Hamlet becomes sure of Claudius's guilt. He has got his proof. But still he hesitates. He is not a fighter, he is a humanist and a philosopher. Hamlet’s soliloquy “To be or not to be”, which is the central part of the play, tells us why Hamlet puts off action.
Shakespeare's Contribution to World Literature
William Shakespeare created a new epoch in world literature. The ideas set forth by the Renaissance, the ideology of Humanism are expressed by him in the most realistic way. Shakespeare has faith in Man. He hates injustice. His plays have become popular throughout the world because of his realistic characters. The history of English drama is reflected in Shakespeare’s works. The development of his characters makes hum different from his predecessors (Marlowe and others). Shakespeare’s characters don’t remain static, they change in the course of action. More than that, Shakespeare was the first dramatist to mix comedy and tragedy: “The Merchant of Venice” (1596-1597) is called a comedy, though Shylock is in fact badly treated. He has been called the first great tragic figure.

Shakespeare's language was understood even by the common people of those times. The soliloquies in his plays are not long; the dialogues are true to life. Many well-known English sayings come from his works.
 He had a great influence on the English language and English literature. His work is known for its beautiful language, as well as for its understanding of the way people think and feel. Shakespeare is so great writer that every generation discovers new ideas and social problems concerning the relations of man to man in human society in his plays. Shakespeare’s plays do not grow old with time. His plays are regularly performed in the Royal Shakespeare Theatre.
The first memorial theatre, the Royal Shakespeare Theatre, was opened in 1879 in Stratford-upon-Avon. Many plays were staged there and many famous actors started their career in the Royal Shakespeare Theatre. Since then a season of Shakespearian drama can be seen each year in Stratford.
Research work and study of Shakespeare's literary heritage by scholars will never cease.
The name of Benjamin Jonson is worth mention​ing in connection with Shakespeare's works. It was Ben Jonson, an actor of Shakespeare's Company and his close friend, who published Shakespeare's plays in 1623. Jonson was not only an actor, he was also a dramatist. He wrote more than twenty plays, some of them were staged at "The Globe" by Shakespeare's Company. Jonson scorned many of the other drama​tists of his time, but not Shakespeare. He was fond of him:
Soul of the Age!
The applause! delight! the wonder of our stage!
My Shakespeare, rise!
Ben Jonson believed in the unity of action, time and place. He himself followed this rule, and was proud of his plays.
More than that, Ben Jonson was a talented producer of masques which were the real performances with different plots and characters, dancing and music. 
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