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William Shakespeare
William Shakespeare was baptized on April 26, 1564, in 
Stratford-on-Avon, England, the third child of John Shakespeare, 
a well-to-do merchant, and Mary Arden, his wife. Young William 
probably attended the Stratford grammar school, where he learned 
English, Greek, and a great deal of Latin. Historians aren’t sure of the 
exact date of Shakespeare’s birth.

In 1582, Shakespeare married Anne Hathaway. By 1583 the couple 
had a daughter, Susanna, and two years later the twins, Hamnet and 
Judith. Somewhere between 1585 and 1592 Shakespeare went to 
London, where he became first an actor and then a playwright. His 
acting company, The King’s Men, appeared most often in the Globe 
theater, a part of which Shakespeare himself owned. 

In all, Shakespeare is believed to have written thirty-seven plays, several 
nondramatic poems, and a number of sonnets. In 1611 when he left 
the active life of the theater, he returned to Stratford and became a 
country gentleman, living in the second-largest house in town. For five 
years he lived a quiet life. Then, on April 23, 1616, William Shakespeare 
died and was buried in Trinity Church in Stratford. From his own time 
to the present, Shakespeare is considered one of the greatest writers 
of the English-speaking world.
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Many years ago, ORSINO, Duke* of Illyria, sat in his palace 

thinking of Olivia, the woman he loved.

If music is the 

food of love, play 

on. If I am fed too 

much, maybe I’ll 

lose my appetite** 

for both.

But Olivia was not interested in the Duke. Her brother had just 

died, and she had decided to do nothing but weep for him.

* a noble title
** desire for food
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As he was speaking, one of his 

servants entered the room.

Did you 

see Olivia? 

What is the 

news?

Sir, she would 

not see me, but 

I spoke to her 

maid.

Lady Olivia says that for seven 

years not even the skies shall 

see her face! She will always 

appear wearing a veil like a nun.

Every day she 

will weep for 

her brother and 

spend her time 

thinking of him.

What a heart 

she has! Think 

of how much 

she will love 

when cupid’s* 

arrow strikes 

her.

* the god of love
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Meanwhile, many miles from 

the duke’s palace, a storm was 

raging on the sea. A great ship 

had just gone down, and the 

people were forced to swim for 

shore.

The captain, some sailors, 

and a noble young lady 

named Viola arrived safely.

We’ve made it! 

Are you all 

right? 

Yes. . . I 

think so.

But Sebastian. . . 

my twin brother. . . 

where is he?

We’ve never 

been apart! 

If he has 

drowned, I 

don’t want 

to live.
Come, now. . . 

there’s still hope.
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We were Lucky. . . 

maybe he will be 

too. The last I 

saw of him. . . Yes, yes?

. . . he had roped himself to a 

mast,* and it was floating. He 

may come ashore somewhere, as 

we did.

Oh, I hope so!

But where 

are we? 

Do you 

know this 

country?

Yes, madam; 

it is Illyria. I 

grew up not 

three hours’ 

travel from 

here!

Who ruleS it? A noble duke 

named Orsino.

* one of the large poles to which a ship’s sails were fastened
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Orsino! I’ve heard my 

father speak of him. 

Is he married?

No, but he is 

much in love with 

the countess* 

Olivia. And she. . .

Yes?

Her brother has 

lately died. And for 

love of him, she’ll 

not see or talk to 

any other man.

Oh, yes! I know now she feels! 

If only I could stay with her. . . 

work for her. . .

* a noble lady’s title
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But she will see no one, 

Listen to no one—not 

even the duke! Then I have another 

idea.

You must find clothes for me like 

my brother’s—and present me to 

the duke as a boy, to serve him 

as a page.*

Do this for 

me, and I 

will pay you 

well.

I’ll do it.

* a personal servant
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While Viola was making her plans, 

thingS were busy at lady Olivia’s 

house. Her uncle, Sir Toby Belch, 

was complaining* to Maria, the 

maid.

What does 

Olivia mean, 

taking her 

brother’s 

death this 

way? I don’t 

like it!

And she 

doesn’t like 

the late hours 

you keep and 

the drinking 

you do!

She may 

object as 

much as she 

likes, but 

I’ll do as I 

please.

She does 

object!

She spoke of it 

yesterday. And 

of a foolish man 

you brought to 

court** her.

Sir Andrew 

Aguecheek? 

He’s as tall 

as any man 

in Illyria!

And what 

does that 

matter?

Well, he also 

has a lot of 

money!

* grumbling
**try to win someone’s love
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Shipwrecked Viola disguises herself as a boy and 

enters the service of Duke Orsino and falls in love 

with him. Orsino sends his servant, Cesario (Viola 

in disguise) to woo the Countess Olivia on his 

behalf. Olivia cannot love Orsino, but promptly 

falls in love with his servant, Cesario (Viola). Viola’s 

shipwrecked twin brother, Sebastian, arrives on the 

scene creating chaos as it now appears that Cesario 

can be in two places at once. Will all the confusion 

end to everyone’s satisfaction?
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