
Shakespeare was born in 1564 in Stratford-upon-Avon, England. He lived during the 
English Renaissance, a period when art, theater, poetry, science, exploration, religion, 
politics, and language were all changing. England was becoming more powerful, London 
was growing, theater was becoming a major public entertainment, and the English 
language itself was still flexible. Shakespeare entered that world and stretched the 
language like a master musician stretches sound. 

The first thing to understand is this: Shakespeare was not brilliant because he used 
“fancy old English.” That is the lazy way people talk about him. Shakespeare was brilliant 
because he could turn ordinary human emotions into language that still feels alive. 
Jealousy, ambition, grief, lust, betrayal, shame, guilt, revenge, love, fear, pride, 
friendship, foolishness, aging, power, and death—he knew how to make those things 
speak. 

He did not write in “Old English.” Old English is much earlier, like the language of 
Beowulf. Shakespeare wrote in Early Modern English, which is closer to our English but 
still older in grammar, spelling, and expression. That is why it can feel difficult at first. 
The problem is not that Shakespeare was writing nonsense. The problem is that we are 
reading a living language from a different time, with different rhythms. 

Once we understand the rhythm, Shakespeare opens up. 

One of his greatest skills was that he wrote for both the common crowd and the educated 
elite at the same time. Theaters in London had different kinds of people in the audience: 
workers, merchants, nobles, students, visitors, and even royalty. Shakespeare could 
write dirty jokes for the groundlings standing near the stage, then turn around and write 
philosophical lines about death, power, and the soul. That is rare. A lot of writers can be 
deep. A lot of writers can be entertaining. Shakespeare could be both. 

Shakespeare did not separate “popular” from “intelligent.” His plays were entertainment, 
but they were also deep studies of human nature. He gave the audience sword fights, 
ghosts, mistaken identities, love stories, kings, fools, murder, witches, clowns, battles, 
madness, family betrayal, and comedy. But underneath all that, he was teaching people 
about themselves. 

Think about Macbeth. On the surface, it is a violent play about a Scottish warrior who 
hears a prophecy, murders a king, takes the throne, and destroys himself. But 
underneath, it is a study of ambition. Ambition means the desire to rise, achieve, 
possess, or become powerful. Ambition is not automatically evil. Without ambition, 
people may never build, create, lead, or grow. But Shakespeare shows what happens 
when ambition loses its moral boundary. 

Macbeth is not born as a monster. That is important. At the beginning, he is brave, 
respected, and successful. But when the witches tell him he may become king, 
something wakes up inside him. The idea enters him before the crime does. Shakespeare 



understands that many bad actions begin as private imagination. A person first allows 
the thought to live. Then the thought becomes desire. Then desire looks for permission. 
Then permission becomes action. 

Lady Macbeth is not just “the evil wife.” She understands her husband’s weakness. She 
knows he wants power but may not have the nerve to commit the murder. So she attacks 
his manhood, his courage, and his hesitation. Shakespeare shows how manipulation 
works: someone studies the place where you are insecure and presses it. 

But after the murder, Macbeth and Lady Macbeth reverse. Macbeth becomes more 
violent, more paranoid, more trapped in blood. Lady Macbeth, who seemed so hard at 
first, begins to break inside. Her sleepwalking scene is powerful because guilt comes 
back through the body. She tries to wash imaginary blood from her hands. That is 
Shakespeare showing us that the mind may hide a crime, but the soul keeps evidence. 

Now think about Hamlet. People often say Hamlet is about revenge, and it is, but it is also 
about thought. Hamlet’s father has been murdered, his uncle has taken the throne, and 
his mother has married the uncle. A ghost tells Hamlet to avenge the murder. In a simpler 
revenge story, Hamlet would just kill the uncle and the plot would move quickly. But 
Shakespeare makes Hamlet think, delay, question, perform madness, test evidence, 
attack himself, and wrestle with life and death. 

Hamlet shows the burden of consciousness. Consciousness means awareness. Hamlet 
is painfully aware. He thinks so much that thought becomes a trap. He sees corruption 
everywhere. He distrusts appearances. He knows people perform roles. He knows words 
can hide lies. He knows action has consequences. So he delays. 

That delay is not just weakness. It is part of his intelligence and part of his disease. 
Sometimes thinking saves us from foolish action. Sometimes thinking becomes a cage. 
Shakespeare understands both. 

The famous “To be, or not to be” speech is not just a fancy line. It is a human being 
asking whether life is worth enduring when suffering feels endless. “To be” means to 
exist. “Not to be” means to die. Hamlet is not casually talking about sadness. He is 
weighing existence. That is why the speech lasted through history. It gives language to a 
question many people fear to say out loud. 

But Shakespeare does not turn Hamlet into a clean hero. Hamlet can be cruel. He hurts 
Ophelia. He kills Polonius. He delays when he should act and acts rashly when he should 
pause. His characters are rarely just one thing. They are mixed, like us. 

Now look at Othello. This play studies jealousy, race, insecurity, and manipulation. 
Othello is a Black military leader in Venice. He is respected for his skill, but he is still an 
outsider in a white society. He marries Desdemona, a white woman, and that marriage 
becomes a target. Iago, one of Shakespeare’s most dangerous villains, plants suspicion 
in Othello’s mind until Othello believes Desdemona has betrayed him. 



Iago’s evil is terrifying because he does not need much evidence. He uses suggestion. 
He hints. He pauses. He acts concerned. He understands that if you can control 
someone’s interpretation, you can control their reality. That is psychological warfare. 
Iago does not just lie; he teaches Othello how to see falsely. 

Othello’s tragedy is that he is strong on the battlefield but vulnerable in love. He can 
command soldiers, but he cannot command his insecurity. He has public honor but 
private fear. Shakespeare shows how a person can be powerful in one area and fragile in 
another. 

This is why Shakespeare is still relevant. The weapon in Othello is not only a sword. It is 
a rumor. It is a suggestion. It is emotional manipulation. That still exists today. People 
still destroy relationships through suspicion, half-truths, jealousy, screenshots, gossip, 
and insecurity. Shakespeare saw the mechanics of it centuries ago. 

Now think about King Lear. This is one of Shakespeare’s deepest plays because it deals 
with aging, pride, family, authority, madness, and truth. Lear is an old king who decides 
to divide his kingdom among his daughters based on how much they publicly claim to 
love him. That is already foolish. He wants love measured by performance. Two 
daughters flatter him. The honest daughter, Cordelia, refuses to exaggerate. Lear rejects 
her. 

That is the beginning of disaster. 

Shakespeare understands how pride can make people allergic to truth. Lear does not 
want love; he wants worship. He does not want honesty; he wants performance. That is 
why he punishes the daughter who truly loves him and rewards the daughters who know 
how to flatter him. 

This is not just royal drama. This happens in families, businesses, churches, politics, and 
friendships. People often punish the truth-teller and reward the flatterer. Shakespeare 
knew that. 

As the play continues, Lear loses power, shelter, control, and sanity. The storm scene is 
powerful because the storm outside reflects the storm inside. Shakespeare often uses 
nature to mirror the mind. Lear was once surrounded by authority, but once the crown is 
gone, he has to face himself as a vulnerable human being. That is terrifying for him. 

The fool in King Lear is also important. Shakespeare’s fools are often not foolish. They 
tell the truth through jokes. This is one of Shakespeare’s great tricks: sometimes the 
person called “fool” sees more clearly than the people called “king.” In Shakespeare, 
titles do not guarantee wisdom. 

That is another lesson: the world may call someone powerful, but Shakespeare asks 
whether they understand themselves. 



Now we need to talk about Shakespeare’s comedies. People sometimes think comedy 
means lightweight, but Shakespeare’s comedies are smarter than that. Plays like A 
Midsummer Night’s Dream, Twelfth Night, Much Ado About Nothing, and As You Like It 
deal with love, confusion, gender roles, mistaken identity, performance, desire, and 
social rules. 

In A Midsummer Night’s Dream, people fall in and out of love under the influence of 
magic. It is funny, but it also asks a serious question: how stable is romantic desire? 
People swear eternal love, then suddenly desire someone else. Shakespeare is playful, 
but underneath the play is a truth: love can feel sacred and ridiculous at the same time. 

In Much Ado About Nothing, Beatrice and Benedick use language like fencing. They 
insult, tease, resist, and test each other. Their love is not soft at first; it is sharp. 
Shakespeare understood that some people hide tenderness behind wit. Wit means quick, 
intelligent humor. Beatrice and Benedick are afraid of vulnerability, so they fight with 
words before they surrender to love. 

In Twelfth Night, Viola disguises herself as a man, and the play becomes a study of 
identity and desire. Who are we when we perform another role? What happens when love 
attaches itself to appearance? How much of social life is costume? Shakespeare keeps 
asking those questions. 

His histories, like Richard III, Henry IV, and Henry V, explore power, leadership, war, 
legitimacy, and political image. Shakespeare understood politics as performance. Kings 
must not only rule; they must appear worthy to rule. That is still true today. Leaders 
perform strength, humility, patriotism, anger, confidence, and compassion for public 
audiences. 

In Richard III, Shakespeare gives us a villain who knows he is performing. Richard 
speaks directly to the audience and invites us into his schemes. That is uncomfortable 
because we become witnesses and almost accomplices. We know what he is doing, and 
he knows we know. Shakespeare makes evil charismatic. That is important because evil 
is not always ugly from the beginning. Sometimes it is funny, charming, clever, and 
entertaining. 

That is raw truth. Dangerous people are not always boring monsters. Sometimes they 
know exactly how to make people watch. 

Shakespeare also lives in his language. He helped popularize or create many phrases 
and expressions that still shape English. But the deeper point is not just that he invented 
words. The deeper point is that he knew language could reveal the mind. His characters 
do not all sound the same. Kings, fools, lovers, soldiers, drunkards, villains, servants, 
and queens use language differently. Speech becomes personality. 

He often wrote in iambic pentameter, which is a rhythm with ten syllables per line, usually 
moving in an unstressed-stressed pattern, like a heartbeat: da-DUM, da-DUM, da-DUM, 



da-DUM, da-DUM. This rhythm gives the language power and flow. But Shakespeare also 
breaks the rhythm when a character is disturbed, emotional, or unstable. That means the 
form itself carries meaning. 

This is why reading Shakespeare only as “old words” misses the craft. He is using 
rhythm the way a musician uses timing. He knows when to move smoothly and when to 
break the beat. 

He also switches between verse and prose. Verse is structured poetic language, often 
used by nobles or in intense emotional moments. Prose is more ordinary speech, often 
used by lower-status characters, comic scenes, or moments of plainness. But 
Shakespeare plays with that too. A character’s language can rise or fall depending on the 
situation. That teaches us that speech reveals social position, mood, intelligence, and 
strategy. 

Shakespeare’s characters also use soliloquies. A soliloquy is when a character speaks 
their private thoughts aloud, usually when alone on stage. This was one of 
Shakespeare’s greatest tools. Before movies could use close-ups and voiceovers, 
Shakespeare used soliloquies to let us enter the private mind. Macbeth, Hamlet, Richard 
III, and others tell us what they are thinking before or after they act. That gives the 
audience a double vision: we see the public face and the private soul. 

That is one reason Shakespeare feels modern. He was already doing psychological 
drama. He was not just moving characters through plots. He was opening their minds. 

His brilliance also comes from contradiction. Shakespeare understood that people are 
not consistent. A brave person can be afraid. A loving person can be cruel. A wise 
person can act foolishly. A villain can speak truth. A king can be childish. A fool can be 
wise. A murderer can feel guilt. A lover can be selfish. A loyal friend can betray. 
Shakespeare did not flatten people into one label. 

That is why his characters feel alive. They change depending on pressure. 

Pressure is one of the keys to Shakespeare. He puts people under pressure and reveals 
what is inside. Macbeth under ambition. Hamlet under grief and moral uncertainty. 
Othello under jealousy. Lear under pride and aging. Romeo and Juliet under family 
hatred and young passion. Brutus under political loyalty and personal friendship. 
Shylock under humiliation and revenge. Prospero under betrayal and the temptation to 
control. 

That is drama: pressure revealing character. 

Now let’s talk about Romeo and Juliet, because people often misunderstand it. They call 
it the greatest love story. It is a love story, yes, but it is also a warning about youth, 
speed, family violence, pride, and social hatred. Romeo and Juliet fall in love quickly, 
secretly marry, and die because their families are trapped in a feud. 



Shakespeare does not make the young lovers stupid only. Their love is beautiful because 
it reaches beyond inherited hatred. But it is also dangerous because it moves too fast 
and has no wise protection around it. The adults are largely failing. The families are 
violent. The society is unstable. The young people become victims of a world they did 
not create. 

That is powerful. Sometimes young people suffer because older people refuse to end old 
conflicts. 

In Julius Caesar, Shakespeare studies politics and assassination. Brutus joins the 
conspiracy to kill Caesar because he fears Caesar will become a tyrant. But after the 
murder, Rome does not become free and peaceful. It collapses into chaos. Shakespeare 
is asking a hard political question: can violence protect liberty, or does it unleash 
something worse? 

Brutus is not a simple villain. He believes he is acting for Rome. That makes the tragedy 
deeper. Shakespeare is showing that noble motives can still lead to disaster if judgment 
is flawed. Good intentions do not guarantee good outcomes. 

Mark Antony’s funeral speech is one of Shakespeare’s great examples of rhetoric. 
Rhetoric means the art of persuasion. Antony repeatedly calls Brutus an “honourable 
man,” but each repetition becomes more sarcastic and more damaging. He turns the 
crowd without openly appearing to attack Brutus at first. Shakespeare shows how 
language can move the masses. Politics is not just law and armies. It is speech. 

That still matters. Leaders, media figures, influencers, pastors, activists, lawyers, 
teachers, and advertisers all use rhetoric. Shakespeare teaches us to listen carefully 
when people speak in public. Are they informing us, manipulating us, flattering us, 
frightening us, or guiding us? 

In The Merchant of Venice, Shakespeare gives us Shylock, a Jewish moneylender. This 
play is complicated and uncomfortable because it carries antisemitic elements from 
Shakespeare’s world, but Shylock is also given one of the most human speeches in the 
play: “Hath not a Jew eyes?” The speech asks whether Jews do not bleed, suffer, laugh, 
and die like everyone else. Shakespeare is working inside the prejudice of his time while 
also giving the outsider a human voice. 

That is part of why Shakespeare is difficult. He does not always fit modern moral 
categories neatly. We should not pretend every part of him is clean by today’s standards. 
But we should also recognize when he gives depth to people his society tried to reduce. 

His women characters are also worth studying. Lady Macbeth, Cleopatra, Portia, 
Rosalind, Viola, Beatrice, Juliet, Cordelia, Desdemona, Ophelia, and others show a wide 
range of intelligence, strength, wit, vulnerability, strategy, and suffering. Shakespeare 
lived in a patriarchal society, meaning men held most public power. Women were not 



allowed to act on the English public stage in his time; female roles were played by boys 
or young men. Yet he wrote women with powerful interior lives. 

Rosalind in As You Like It is one of his sharpest minds. Viola in Twelfth Night survives 
through disguise and intelligence. Beatrice in Much Ado About Nothing has emotional 
force and verbal magnificence. Cleopatra is political, sensual, theatrical, and powerful. 
Lady Macbeth is terrifying and then broken. Cordelia is quiet truth. Ophelia is destroyed 
by a world that gives her little real power. 

Shakespeare did not write women as one type. That is part of his greatness. 

We also need to understand Shakespeare as a working theater man. He was not only a 
poet sitting alone. He was an actor, shareholder, playwright, and businessman connected 
to a theater company called the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, later the King’s Men. He wrote 
for actual performers, actual stages, actual audiences, and actual money. That matters 
because his plays were built to live in performance, not just sit in books. 

When we read Shakespeare silently, we sometimes lose the body of it. His plays were 
meant to be spoken. The insults, jokes, grief, rage, seduction, commands, and whispers 
need breath. Shakespeare understood the actor’s body and the audience’s ear. That is 
why the language has rhythm. It was built for sound. 

His theater, the Globe, was not like a modern movie theater. Audiences were active. They 
reacted, talked, laughed, shouted, and stood close to the stage. There were few elaborate 
sets compared with modern productions, so language had to create the world. If the 
scene was a battlefield, a castle, a forest, or a storm, the words helped build it in the 
audience’s imagination. 

He trusted language to create reality. 

Shakespeare also wrote across genres. Tragedy, comedy, history, romance, poetry. Many 
writers are strong in one lane. Shakespeare moved across lanes. He could write the grief 
of King Lear, the political horror of Macbeth, the young love of Romeo and Juliet, the 
comedy of Twelfth Night, the historical leadership of Henry V, the magical strangeness of 
The Tempest, and the psychological depth of Hamlet. 

But the categories are not always pure. His tragedies have jokes. His comedies have 
pain. His histories have personal drama. His romances have forgiveness and loss. That 
mixing is realistic. Life does not separate itself neatly. People laugh at funerals 
sometimes. People cry during celebrations. Love can be funny. Power can be absurd. 
Grief can make people strange. Shakespeare knew that. 

His late play The Tempest is often read as a farewell to theater. Prospero is a magician 
who controls events on an island after being betrayed and exiled. He uses books, spirits, 
and illusion. Many people see Prospero as a figure for the artist: someone who creates 



worlds, manipulates scenes, and then must decide whether to forgive or keep 
controlling. 

The ending matters because Prospero gives up his magic. That can be read as 
Shakespeare thinking about art, power, control, and release. A great artist creates 
worlds, but even the artist must let go. That is a mature idea. 

Now let us talk plainly about why Shakespeare is hard. He is hard because the language 
is older, the sentences are often inverted, the references can be unfamiliar, and the plays 
were written for performance. But difficulty does not mean uselessness. Some things 
stretch us because they are rich. Shakespeare teaches attention. He forces the mind to 
slow down, listen, connect, and interpret. 

Reading Shakespeare is like weight training for language. At first, the weight feels heavy. 
Then the mind gets stronger. 

A practical way to understand him is to stop trying to understand every word on the first 
pass. First, understand the situation. Who wants what? Who is lying? Who has power? 
Who is afraid? Who is performing? Who is alone? Then return to the language. Once you 
know the emotional situation, the words become clearer. 

For example, in Macbeth, do not begin by obsessing over every old phrase. Begin with 
the situation: a man wants power, his wife pushes him, they murder a king, guilt poisons 
them, violence multiplies, and the throne becomes a curse. Once you understand that, 
the speeches have a place to land. 

In Hamlet, begin here: a son is grieving, disgusted by his mother’s remarriage, 
suspicious of his uncle, commanded by a ghost, and unsure how to act. Once you know 
that, his overthinking makes sense. 

In Othello, begin here: a respected outsider is manipulated into believing the woman he 
loves has betrayed him. Once you know that, every hint from Iago becomes dangerous. 

Shakespeare is not only in individual beautiful lines. It is in how he builds emotional 
traps. Macbeth cannot escape ambition. Hamlet cannot escape thought. Othello cannot 
escape jealousy. Lear cannot escape pride until suffering breaks him open. Romeo and 
Juliet cannot escape the feud. Brutus cannot escape the consequences of political 
murder. Richard III cannot escape the world he poisoned. 

This is why Shakespeare lasts. He did not write only about Elizabethan England. He 
wrote about patterns inside human beings. 

People still become Macbeth when ambition becomes god. 

People still become Hamlet when thought paralyzes action. 



People still become Othello when insecurity accepts lies. 

People still become Lear when pride rejects honest love. 

People still become Romeo and Juliet when young love is trapped inside old hatred. 

People still become Iago when resentment turns into manipulation. 

People still become Brutus when they commit wrong while believing they are saving the 
world. 

That is not fluff. That is why he is dangerous and useful. 

Shakespeare also understood performance before modern psychology gave us words for 
it. His characters perform identity. Kings perform kingship. Lovers perform devotion. 
Villains perform honesty. Fools perform foolishness to speak truth. Women disguise 
themselves as men. Men disguise fear as courage. Murderers disguise ambition as 
loyalty. Public language and private desire are constantly different. 

That is real life. People perform at work, in church, online, in relationships, in leadership, 
in family systems. Shakespeare teaches us to ask: what is the person showing, and what 
is the person hiding? 

His villains are not all the same. Iago is quiet poison. Richard III is theatrical evil. Macbeth 
is a man who becomes evil by surrendering to ambition. Claudius in Hamlet is a murderer 
with a conscience. Edmund in King Lear is bitter about being illegitimate and decides to 
take power through manipulation. Shakespeare gives evil different roots. 

That helps us learn. Not all wrongdoing comes from the same place. Some evil comes 
from ambition. Some from envy. Some from resentment. Some from fear. Some from 
ideology. Some from insecurity. Some from hunger for status. Shakespeare maps those 
differences. 

He also understood guilt. Macbeth hears voices. Lady Macbeth sees blood. Claudius tries 
to pray but cannot fully repent because he still has the rewards of his crime. Guilt, in 
Shakespeare, is not just feeling bad. It is the soul divided against itself. A person wants 
peace but refuses truth. That creates torment. 

Shakespeare’s makes invisible things visible: guilt, desire, jealousy, ambition, grief, 
madness, temptation, shame. He turns inner life into drama. 

Now let us be honest about his legacy. Some people argue that Shakespeare is 
overpraised because Western education made him the center and ignored many other 
writers, including women and non-European voices. That criticism has value. 
Shakespeare should not be used to erase other traditions. But correcting the canon does 



not require pretending Shakespeare was not great. He was great. The answer is not less 
learning. The answer is wider learning. 

We can study Shakespeare and also study African, Caribbean, Asian, Indigenous, Black 
American, Latin American, and women writers. A strong mind does not need to shrink 
the library. It expands it. 

Shakespeare’s work became globally powerful partly because of British imperial history, 
education systems, theater tradition, printing, and institutional power. That is true. But 
the reason he survived inside that power is also because the work itself is extraordinary. 
If the plays were empty, they would not keep producing new meaning century after 
century. 

His plays can be performed in modern clothing, African settings, prison classrooms, 
Japanese cinema, American high schools, Caribbean adaptations, political theaters, and 
film versions because the emotional architecture is strong. Architecture means structure. 
Shakespeare built emotional structures that can hold new worlds. 

That is why artists keep returning to him. The Lion King echoes Hamlet. West Side Story 
echoes Romeo and Juliet. Countless films, novels, plays, and songs borrow from 
Shakespeare because his plots and conflicts are durable. Durable means they can last 
under pressure. 

His brilliance also lies in his respect for mystery. He does not explain everything. Why is 
Iago so evil? He gives reasons, but none fully satisfy. Why does Hamlet delay so long? 
Many answers, no single answer. Does Lady Macbeth love Macbeth, or does she love 
power through him? Both may be true. Shakespeare leaves room for argument because 
human beings leave room for argument. 

That is why students, actors, directors, and scholars still debate him. The plays do not 
close easily. 

The best way to learn Shakespeare is to treat him not as a statue, but as a mind in 
motion. Ask what he is showing about people. Ask why the character uses that word. Ask 
what the person wants. Ask what they fear. Ask what they refuse to admit. Ask who has 
power in the scene. Ask who controls the language. Ask what changes by the end. 

When you do that, Shakespeare becomes less intimidating. He becomes a teacher. 

His greatest lesson may be this: human beings are deep, divided, and dramatic. We want 
love and power. We tell the truth and lie. We seek honor and betray. We fear death and 
waste life. We crave freedom and build cages. We laugh while suffering. We speak 
beautifully and act terribly. We can be noble in one moment and foolish in the next. 

Shakespeare saw all of that and gave it language. 



That is why he is not just “old literature.” He is a training ground for understanding 
people. 

To understand Shakespeare is to learn how ambition moves, how jealousy spreads, how 
grief speaks, how power performs, how guilt haunts, how love confuses, how language 
persuades, and how the soul reveals itself under pressure. 

 

 


