Program Descriptions

Program One – “A Time of Revolution”
February 4 at 8:00 p.m. ET 

“The tale of someone’s life begins before they’re born,” Michael Wood asserts in the opening program of IN SEARCH OF SHAKESPEARE. As Wood travels on foot through the half-timbered villages and unspoiled woodlands of Warwickshire, where Shakespeare’s family had deep roots, he ferrets out the complex and turbulent religious passions that had been tearing England apart for several decades by the time of William’s birth. These powerful conflicts would shape his life and work in the decades to come.

Since King Henry VIII’s split with Rome and Catholicism, England had been ruptured by political struggles between Papists and Protestants for power and control of English souls. Assembling a convincing case of clues, Wood reveals the Shakespeare family’s adherence to “the old ways,” – the traditional religion of England which can be glimpsed in the surviving murals and stained glass windows of the medieval churches that still dot the countryside.  But by the time of William’s boyhood in the 1570s, Elizabeth I and her councilors are caught up in an increasingly bitter struggle between the old and the new, a struggle which will engulf the Shakespeares and their neighbors.   

 But young Shakespeare had a privileged upbringing. In Stratford-upon-Avon, Wood brings the viewer to the prosperous house, the noisy schoolroom, the country church and the village lanes where William grew up, capturing the lively bustle and civic spirit of old England.   William enjoyed a comfortable lifestyle as his father, John Shakespeare, acquired wealth as a merchant and prestige as alderman and then mayor of Stratford. The Ardens, his mother’s family, were also well to do. Part of the first middle-class generation in English history to be educated, William attended a rigorous grammar school where he fell in love with the poetry of Ovid. Visiting the Stratford school today, Wood speculates that young Shakespeare probably also took part in theatricals with his classmates, then as now, a regular part of elementary school. In the thriving 16th-century town life that Shakespeare experienced, there was much to fire a boy’s imagination, from the raw power and drama of the medieval mystery plays that he 

attended in Coventry, to the undercurrent of religious and political danger that preoccupied the adults around him.  

As William enters his teens, his happy life suddenly shatters. The government is clamping down on the illegal wool trading that undermines their state monopoly, and  also turning up the heat on Catholics. Wood ventures into the public records office in London, where a recent discovery in a fragile archive yellowed by 400 years proves John Shakespeare’s wool trading was under surveillance by Elizabeth’s spies. And John’s religious beliefs are suspect, too. As his father’s fortunes turn, William must leave school at 14 and abandon the prospect of a university education to work with his father as a glover.

 Anne Hathaway, the 26-year-old daughter of a local farmer, attracts the amorous attentions of William, then 18, and they are forced to marry when she becomes pregnant. It is a shotgun wedding, but a marriage that will provide the bedrock of security for Shakespeare throughout his life. But as a young father with no prospects, William’s future becomes even more uncertain when a member of his mother’s family is accused of plotting to assassinate the queen. The man charged with investigating the Arden family is Sir Thomas Lucy, known in Warwickshire as Queen Elizabeth’s fixer. There is a famous myth that Shakespeare was thrown out of Stratford for poaching deer from Lucy, but Wood suggests that their animosity was personal and political. Although Lucy’s investigation had turned up no proof, William’s cousin Edward Arden was tried and executed for treason in a London public square. Describing the horror of these spectacles, Wood suggests that this family drama would mark Shakespeare for life.
Program Two – “The Lost Years”
February 11 at 8:00 p.m. ET 

Shakespeare’s “missing years,” from 18 to 28, are among the great literary mysteries. Apart from the birth of his three children, nothing at all is known about Shakespeare’s life between his marriage to Anne Hathaway and his first theatrical hits. In the second program of this historical detective story, “The Lost Years,” Michael Wood explores conflicting theories about where Shakespeare was and how he became a star of the London stage.


Wood checks out a fascinating theory that William lived in Lancashire, given refuge by a stalwart Catholic family. Visiting the Hoghton family estate, where one of England’s oldest families is still resident in their ancestral home, Wood inspects a will that makes a tantalizing reference to a man who it is now widely believed may be Shakespeare. Was he a tutor for the Hoghton children? They had been schooled at home in their faith, instead of attending Protestant schools and one of Shakespeare’s acting colleagues later said that, as a young man, William had been a teacher in the country.

Another theory suggests that Shakespeare joined a group of actors called the Queen’s Men who traveled the countryside performing at village inns. As England readied for war with Spain, Queen Elizabeth used plays, a new and popular form of entertainment, as a propaganda vehicle to build national pride through patriotic tales of English history. Is this how Shakespeare learned his craft as an actor?

By 1588, Shakespeare had arrived in London. Wood walks the streets of Bishopsgate, William’s first address, to conjure up the neighborhood he would have known. It was a heady time to be in one of Europe’s greatest cities. Only in his twenties, Shakespeare burst onto the theater scene, an actor and a playwright who in his first history plays penned some the most ambitious entertainments since ancient times. The public loved him. Class-conscious critics savaged him for his presumption—that a mere actor believed he could write plays like a university-trained author. 

 Shakespeare’s great rival was the audacious Christopher Marlowe. Hip, gay, iconoclastic, he was leading the new wave of the theatrical revolution and had already built an acting company with great talents. The same age as Shakespeare, Marlowe had attended Cambridge, where he was recruited as a spy for Elizabeth. But the arrogant Marlowe lacked the temperament for subtle espionage and he made enemies. In the misty damp of a cold night, Wood follows Marlowe’s trail across the English Channel to Flushing in Holland and back again to Deptford, where Marlowe was stabbed and killed under suspicious circumstances.

Marlowe’s untimely demise in 1593 was Shakespeare’s profit. The way was now clear for him to dominate the London theater scene – the brightest young star of the age. 

Program Three – “The Duty of Poets”
February 18 at 8:00 p.m. ET 


In the 1590s, Shakespeare became the brightest star in a golden age of English theater, writing the plays and poetry that would secure his fame for centuries. In program three, “The Duty of Poets,” Wood explores the escalating religious and political conflicts in England as Shakespeare experiences personal joys and tragedies in his own life that are reflected in his maturing art.  Members of the Royal Shakespeare Company provide a taste of the powerful characters that Shakespeare creates in this period.


While earning a living to support his wife and children back home in Stratford-Upon-Avon, Shakespeare encounters a setback in 1593 when the plague erupted in London and theaters are shut down. He turns to poetry and hopes to find a sponsor in the 19-year-old Henry, Earl of Southampton, dedicating his first published book to him. Shakespeare’s collection of poems on love was a runaway best-seller, and completely at odds with the poetry dedicated to God and conscience that his distant cousin Robert Southwell, a well-known and ardent Catholic, was writing at the time. As Wood suggests, Shakespeare may still have privately sympathized with the outlawed Old Faith, but he was not devoting his art to it. As Southwell faces martyrdom at the hands of Elizabeth’s agents, Shakespeare writes A Midsummer’s Night Dream, a witty confection about the follies of love. But he follows it with his first tragedy, Romeo and Juliet, the story of young lovers who die because of the hatred of their elders. 


 Shakespeare is soon to know his own profound grief with the death of his 11-year-old son Hamnet. Hamnet was the only male heir to the Shakespeare name, but only weeks after his death William applies for a coat of arms to make his father John a gentleman. In the College of Arms in London, Wood finds the rough draft of William’s successful application still on file from that day in 1596. 


Hamnet’s death, Wood suggests, triggers a mid-life crisis for Shakespeare. In spring 1597 when he is engaged to write poetry for an aristocratic patron in the countryside, Shakespeare produces sonnets that convey his deepest feelings of love and loss. One such sonnet Wood shows us is clearly about Hamnet. Others, although addressed to a young man, have been described as some of the most beautiful love poetry ever written. In the midst of his grief, Shakespeare also becomes entangled in a passionate affair with a dark-skinned woman, an affair which ends in despair. Yet  while Shakespeare’s private life is in disarray, he is professionally at a creative peak, producing three more plays, including The Merchant of Venice and Henry IV Part I, introducing the character of Jack Falstaff to the world.  


And for his plays, a new stage. After a long and bitter dispute with the owner of the land beneath their theater, Shakespeare’s company decides to move across the Thames to the South Bank, where they raise the most famous theater that has ever been, the Globe. In the years to come, this would be the stage for new plays like Hamlet, Othello and King Lear, which would take drama to unrivalled heights.

Program Four – “For All Time”
February 25 at 8:00 p.m. ET 

In the final part of his journey IN SEARCH OF SHAKESPEARE, Michael Wood looks at Shakespeare’s life in the time of King James I, who came to the throne following the death of childless Elizabeth. 

Ironically, James was the son of Elizabeth’s half-sister Mary, the Catholic Queen of Scots beheaded for her faith. An author and intellectual, James was a Protestant with a Catholic wife, and there was optimism that James would usher in a “golden age,” with old conflicts left behind. Shakespeare and his players, celebrities in London, were part of the coronation procession for James I and they soon became the Kings Men, required to perform for the royals and their court for two weeks each Christmas. Gregory Doran, director of the Royal Shakespeare Company, explains that while the RSC does 150 performances in a season of only five plays, the Kings Men might have done nearly forty plays over 150 performances, including new ones like Measure for Measure, and old favorites like A Comedy of Errors and Love’s Labor’s Lost. It was a tremendous professional workload to entertain an audience ravenous for entertainment.


But religious troubles in England continue to simmer until they break out into the open with the foiled Gunpowder Plot of 1605, an audacious plan to blow up Parliament and assassinate the king.  “Nothing less that a Jacobean 9/11,” Wood says, it was a turning point in English history, the end of any chance for Catholics in England. James vows to hunt down the Catholic “terrorists” behind the plot and they are tried and executed. It causes a sensation and playwrights respond to the public fascination with plots and murder. Shakespeare contributes his most topical play, Macbeth, which is about the assassination of a Scottish king.


 Through the end of his life, it seems that Shakespeare and his family continue their covert allegiance to the “old ways.”  Stratford court records reveal that Shakespeare’s daughter Suzanna received a summons for her refusal to take Protestant communion. Toward the end of his life, after retiring back to Stratford, William suddenly buys a big house in London long known to the Government as a Catholic ‘safe’ house.   Following The Tempest, which had seemed his farewell to the stage, Shakespeare picks up his pen for the last time to write King Henry VIII or All Is True : the story of the king who had shaped Shakespeare’s life even before his birth by rejecting Rome’s authority and starting a religious schism that would mark Shakespeare’s family, cast a shadow over his work,  and change his world forever. 
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