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Shakespeare: An Overview

Biographical Sketch

Between the record of his baptism in Stratford on 26 April 1564 and the
record of his burial in Stratford on 25 April 1616, some forty official
documents name Shakespeare, and many others name his parents, his
children, and his grand-children. Further, there are at least fifty literary
references to him in the works of his contemporaries. More facts are known
about William Shakespeare than about any other playwright of the period
except Ben Jonson. The facts should, however, be distinguished from the
legends. The latter, inevitably more engaging and better known, tell us that
the Stratford boy killed a calf in high style, poached deer and rabbits, and
was forced to flee to London, where he held horses outside a playhouse.
These traditions are only traditions; they may be true, but no evidence
supports them, and it is well to stick to the facts.

Mary Arden, the dramatist’s mother, was the daughter of a substantial
landowner; about 1557 she married John Shakespeare, a tanner, glove-
maker, and trader in wool, grain, and other farm commodities. In 1557 John
Shakespeare was a member of the council (the governing body of
Stratford), in 1558 a constable of the borough, in 1561 one of the two town
chamberlains, in 1565 an alderman (entitling him to the appellation of
“Mr.”), in 1568 high bailiff—the town’s highest political office, equivalent
to mayor. After 1577, for an unknown reason he drops out of local politics.
What is known is that he had to mortgage his wife’s property, and that he
was involved in serious litigation.

The birthday of William Shakespeare, the third child and the eldest son of
this locally prominent man, is unrecorded, but the Stratford parish register
records that the infant was baptized on 26 April 1564. (It is quite possible
that he was born on 23 April, but this date has probably been assigned by
tradition because it is the date on which, fifty-two years later, he died, and
perhaps because it is the feast day of St. George, patron saint of England.)
The attendance records of the Stratford grammar school of the period are
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