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William Shakespeare: 
“All the world’s a stage.”

William Shakespeare was one of the most 
infl uential1 writers in the English language. 
Even though he died 400 years ago, in April 
1616, his plays and poetry live on in perfor-
mances and readings around the world. 
BETH GREEN (USA)

In English-speaking countries, students are required2 to 
read Shakespeare. Every school system is a bit di� erent, of 
course, but some of the most common plays that students 
are asked to read are Romeo and Juliet, Hamlet, Julius Cae-
sar and Macbeth.

Plays

Shakespeare’s plays were popular when he was alive, and 
they’re still being performed in theaters and adapted into 
� lms today. Shakespeare was not only a writer: he was also 
an actor, which is perhaps one reason he could write plays 
that entertain audiences 400 years later.

His plays are usually divided into three categories:
 
Comedy
All Shakespeare’s comedies are a bit romantic – there are 
usually one or more pairs of lovers, and at the end of the 
play you can be sure that there will be a happy ending. An 
example is A Midsummer Night’s Dream, which includes 
the story of two pairs of lovers lost in the woods, and who 
are caught in a fairy king’s joke by accident.

Tragedy
� e tragedies, on the other hand, are usually quite dark. 
� e main characters have terrible problems: they o� en 
lose in battle, and the people they love die. An example is 
Julius Caesar, which is roughly based on the real-life Ro-
man general who was betrayed3 by his friends.

Historical
Shakespeare’s historical plays focus on4 the lives of kings 
and generals (his tragedy King Lear is based on a legend, 
not on history). � ese plays explore the themes of leader-
ship, power and greed.

Poetry

Some historians believe that when he was alive Shake-
speare valued5 his poetry more than his plays: he thought 
they were a better kind of art. Students in English-speak-
ing countries o� en read and discuss a few of Shake-
speare’s sonnets, which usually have romantic subjects. 
One of his most famous sonnets is Sonnet 18. Here are the 
� rst four lines with their “translation” into modern Eng-
lish: 

Original
Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?
Thou art more lovely and more temperate:
Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May,
And summer’s lease hath all too short a date…

Modern
Should I compare you to a summer’s day?
You are more lovely and warmer:
Rough winds shake the young fl ower buds6 in May,
And summer is not here long…

What do you think? Is it still beautiful even 400 years a� er 
it was written?
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• Where and when did Shakespeare live?

• What did he write?

• Talk about one of his works. Think about the story, the 
characters and the se� ing.

MATURITA QUESTIONS

Films based on Shakespeare’s plays
People who love Shakespeare say that his work is 
timeless. Here are some modern fi lms based on 
his plays:

She’s the Man (2006) is a modern version of the 
comedy Twelfth Night. A young woman dresses as 
a boy and plays on the school’s male soccer team.

O (2001) is a modern retelling of the tragedy 
Othello. A jealous teenager plays mind games with 
the school’s star basketball player.

The Lion King (1994) is based on the tragedy 
Hamlet. The prince’s father is killed by his uncle, 
and Simba (the Hamlet character) faces a moral 
struggle7. Of course, the Disney version has a much 
happier ending than the Shakespeare original!

William Shakespeare (1564 
– 1616) lived in Stratford-
upon-Avon, a small town 
in central England. He 
was married to Anne 
Hathaway, and they 
had three children. He 
worked as an actor and 
author in London, where 
he was admired8 by Queen 
Elizabeth I. She loved theater, 
and it seems that Shakespeare had 
an intimate relationship with her. However, some 
people doubt that Shakespeare really wrote such 
perfect poetry and plays – there is no proof that he 
even went to school! Nevertheless, most scholars 
around the world recognize him as one of the 
greatest playwrights ever.

V O C A B U L A R Y   
1 infl uential [ˌɪnfl uˈenʃl] – významný
2 to require [rɪˈkwaɪə] – vyžadovat, žádat
3 to betray [bɪˈtreɪ] – zradit
4  to focus (on something/somebody) [ˈfəʊkəs] 

– zaměřit se, soustředit se (na něco, někoho)
5 to value [ˈvæljuː] – cenit si
6 bud [bʌd] – poupě
7 struggle [ˈstrʌɡl] – boj, zápas
8 to admire [ədˈmaɪə] – obdivovat 

Match
1.  A Midsummer 

Night’s Dream

2. Twelfth Night

3.  Much Ado About 
Nothing

4.  The Taming of the 
Shrew

5.  All’s Well That Ends 
Well

T A S K

Solutions: 1a, 2d, 3b, 4c, 5e

a. Sen noci svatojánské

b.  Mnoho povyku pro 
nic 

c. Zkrocení zlé ženy 

d. Večer tříkrálový

e.  Konec dobrý, 
všechno dobré

Shakespeare’s works
Comedies
• The Comedy of Errors
• The Taming of the Shrew
•  The Two Gentlemen 

of Verona
• Love’s Labour’s Lost
• The Winter’s Tale
• The Tempest
• Cymbeline 
• Pericles
• All’s Well That Ends Well
• Measure for Measure
• Troilus and Cressida
• Twelfth Night
• As You Like It
• Much Ado About Nothing
• The Merchant of Venice
• A Midsummer Night’s Dream
• The Two Noble Kinsmen*

Plays based on 
historical events
• Henry IV
• Henry V
• Henry VI
• Henry VIII
• Richard II
• Richard III
• King John

Poetry
• The Sonnets, 154 poems, mostly about love
•  Long poems, similar to modern-day novels, 

 The Rape of Lucrece and Venus and Adonis tell 
a whole story

• Other poems, including the 20-poem collection 
• The Passionate Pilgrim

Tragedies
• Romeo and Juliet
• Titus Andronicus
• King Lear
• Hamlet
• Othello
• Julius Caesar
• Macbeth
•  Antony and 

Cleopatra
• Coriolanus
• Timon of Athens

*Most scholars agree this was wri� en in 
collaboration with John Fletcher.
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