Will power
Act I
Some are born great
The best playwright who ever lived, the greatest writer in the English language, the
immortal Bard — William Shakespeare has been called all this and more since he first
entered the world stage on or around 23 April, 1564. Yet surprisingly little is known
about him, or even what he looked like, although the most widely published portrait
shows a man with a dark beard, high forehead and a gold earring in his left ear. What
is more, nobody knows for sure just how he managed to become such a prolific and
brilliant writer despite his unremarkable start in life and apparent lack of a
university education. It is this educational shortcoming which has led some scholars
to doubt whether Will actually had the smarts to write all his plays in the first place.
Shakespeare was one of eight children, although three of his siblings died in infancy,
so it was a minor miracle that he had a childhood at all. By all accounts, he went to a
good grammar school in Stratford-upon-Avon, where he studied Latin and the
classics, no doubt fuelling his imagination for Roman tragedies like Julius Caesar and
Antony and Cleopatra. As girls didn’t attend school in those days, there were few
distractions of a romantic nature, and also little comic relief to lighten the academic
workload. School was from Monday to Saturday, starting at six or seven in the
morning and ending around five or six in the evening. Shakespeare evoked these heavy
schooldays in his famous soliloquy from As You Like It:
And then the whining school-boy, with his satchel
And shining morning face, creeping like snail
Unwillingly to school.
Unwilling or not, Will’s education came to an abrupt end at the age of fourteen or so
when his father went through a bad patch businesswise and was forced to withdraw
all his sons from school. The next four years are one of the fuzzy phases in
Shakespeare’s life, and the assumption is that he tried his hand at his father’s trade
of glove-making to help the family make ends meet.
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