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The following facts provide information on the life of 
William Shakespeare and provide some useful information 
on the background to copyright theft.

William Shakespeare
• Born 23rd April 1564 – died 23rd April 1616.

• Born in Stratford-upon-Avon and later moved to London.

• Married Anne Hathaway in 1582 and had three children,
Susanna the eldest and then twins, Hamnet and Judith.
Hamnet died aged 11.

• Shakespeare was an actor as well as a playwright and
belonged to an acting troupe which performed at theatres
such as The Globe in London.

• Shakespeare wrote 38 plays, as well as many famous
sonnets, over a period of 20 years.

• Shakespeare wrote different types of plays including:

Tragedies: plays which end in the death of at least one
character e.g. Othello.

Comedies: plays with a happy ending e.g. Twelfth Night.

Problem Plays: plays which explore the way that people live
e.g. All’s Well That Ends Well.

Romances: plays about people becoming separated then
finding each other again e.g. The Tempest.

History Plays: plays which examine powerful people and the
way they use their power e.g. King Richard III.

• The period during which William Shakespeare lived was
known as the Elizabethan age after Queen Elizabeth I who
reigned until 1603. It was an age in which theatre, music and
poetry flourished.
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Background to 
copyright theft
• Copyright theft is copying another person’s work where they

have not given permission and the copying is not otherwise
allowed under the law (even if you give a credit to the person
or source of the work).

• Copyright exists to protect the creative work that's produced
from an idea and to prevent copies of it being distributed,
whether free of charge or for sale.

• Copyright did not exist in Shakespeare’s time and copying
and stealing of creative work was common.

• Copyright theft (or infringement as its more technically
known) doesn’t just occur amongst published writers, it can
happen in your own classroom; can you recall a time when
somebody copied, without your permission, part or all of a
piece of work that you had written entirely by yourself, and
then presented it as if they had written it? That was an
abuse of your copyright!

• An idea can be in any form; a story, a poem, a picture, a song
or anything that you created.

©©
DISCUSSION ACTIVITY:

Copyright did not exist in Shakespeare’s time and stealing 
and copying other people’s work was common. Use the
information about copyright theft in the Fact File and discuss
with the rest of the class/in groups. How might copyright laws
have helped Shakespeare?
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‘I miss you but…’
A letter to Anne Hathaway
Here is an opening you might like to use or alter. 
(We have not used Shakespearean English.)

My darling Anne,
I am sorry that I was unable to write sooner but
after I arrived here in London, my time was taken
up with finding accommodation and discovering
how I might become a writer in this wonderful
capital city of London. I am not sure if, even I, who
am surely destined to become a playwright of
renown, can convey to you, the wonder that is
London in 1594. You have never seen so many
people! They burst out of every tiny alleyway, push
past along the stinking, filthy streets and bellow at
you constantly to buy their wares. As I walk
through the dark and narrow passageways, I am
constantly on the alert for pickpockets and thieves,
for the many rogues and vagabonds who would rob
me of the little I possess. You would never believe the
hustle and bustle of the streets – it is noisy, exciting
and dangerous – but sometimes I find myself
longing for the peace and serenity of Stratford-
upon-Avon – and of course, my dearest, for you…

WRITTEN ACTIVITY:
Now, carry on the letter writing as if you were Shakespeare. 
You may like to think about the following ideas to help you:

• Briefly write about the play currently being rehearsed on stage
outlining the play’s plot, themes, key characters and setting.

• Describe the demands and challenges you have faced and the level
of personal sacrifice you have made in order to try and build a career
and reputation in London as a famous playwright.

• Explain how proud and excited you are to have your work finally
performed upon the stage.
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You are now ready to finish your letter. You may like to think about
the following to help you:

• How do you feel having discovered that some of your work has been
stolen by a rival and passed off as their own?

• What effect could this have on your dream of being a famous
playwright in London and how you support your wife and family?

• What effect could this have on you financially?
• How may it affect the creative writing process generally?




