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How Did William Shakespeare Die? Unraveling the Mystery Behind the 
Bard’s Final Days

When we think of William Shakespeare, we often picture a towering figure of English literature, a playwright whose

plays still echo across stages worldwide. Yet, the circumstances surrounding his death are far from universally

agreed upon. Despite living in an era when record �keeping was relatively meticulous for a man of his social

standing, the exact cause of Shakespeare’s death remains a subject of debate among scholars, historians, and

literary enthusiasts. In this article, we dive into the evidence, explore competing theories, and examine how the

Bard’s final days fit into the broader context of early 17th �century London.

Setting the Scene: Shakespeare’s Final Years

William Shakespeare was born on 23 April 1564 in Stratford �upon �Avon. He married Anne Hathaway at the age of

18, fathered three children, and established a flourishing career in London’s theater world. By the time he retired in

1613, he had accumulated substantial wealth and returned to his hometown, where he lived until his death on 23

April 1616—exactly 52 years after his birth.

Shakespeare’s final years were marked by a mixture of continued literary output—his last major play, Richard III, 

was completed in 1592, and his last sonnet was penned in 1609—and a gradual withdrawal from public life. He 

spent his later years in Stratford, managing his estates, engaging in local politics, and occasionally attending 

church services. The year 1615, the year before his death, was a particularly busy one for the Bard, with the 

premiere of his play Henry VIII and the publication of the First Folio of his works in 1623, five years after his death.

Official Records: The Parish Register and Burial

The most reliable source for confirming Shakespeare’s death is the parish register of St. Mary's Church,

Stratford �upon �Avon. The register records the burial of “William Shakespeare, esquire,” on 23 April 1616, at 10 a.m.

The entry states that he was "buried with all the rites of the Church of England," indicating that he had been a

Christian at the time of his death. The entry also notes that he was "in good health" at the time of his death, a

statement that, while seemingly reassuring, offers little insight into the underlying cause of death.

Because Shakespeare was a man of means, a coroner’s inquest was likely conducted, though no surviving

coroner’s report has been found. In the absence of an autopsy, historians rely on contemporaneous accounts, the

parish record, and the broader historical context to piece together what might have happened in the final days of

the Bard.

Natural Causes: Disease and the Plague

One of the most widely accepted theories is that Shakespeare died of natural causes—most likely a respiratory

illness. In the early 17th century, London and its surrounding areas were plagued by recurrent outbreaks of the

influenza virus, pneumonia, and the bubonic plague. The latter, in particular, had a high mortality rate and could

strike suddenly.



Influenza and Pneumonia

Influenza, commonly referred to as the "Spanish flu" in later centuries, was a frequent affliction during

Shakespeare’s time. Pneumonia, often a complication of influenza, could be rapidly fatal, especially in individuals

with weakened immune systems. The symptoms—high fever, cough, chest pain—would have left little time for a

formal diagnosis. It is plausible that Shakespeare fell ill in the weeks leading up to his burial, experiencing a swift

decline that culminated in his death on 23 April 1616.

The Plague’s Shadow

While the bubonic plague was most notorious in the 14th and 17th centuries, its presence in the early 1600s was

less pronounced. However, sporadic outbreaks continued to affect London and its environs. Some historians

speculate that Shakespeare might have contracted a form of the plague, especially considering the proximity of his

death to the 1615–1616 outbreak in the region. Yet, the lack of a documented outbreak in Stratford during that

specific period weakens this claim.

Poisoning and Murder: The Darker Theories

Despite the natural causes theory, a number of darker theories have emerged over the centuries. These theories

often stem from Shakespeare’s tumultuous relationships, rivalries in the theater world, and the political climate of

the time. While no concrete evidence supports these claims, they remain popular in literary folklore.

Poisoning by Political Rivals

Shakespeare’s plays, many of which dealt with political intrigue and power struggles, earned him both acclaim and

envy. Some scholars suggest that political figures or rival playwrights might have orchestrated his death by poison.

However, the absence of any contemporaneous accusations or investigations into foul play makes this theory

largely speculative.

Murder by Theater Rivalry

During Shakespeare’s career, he faced stiff competition from other playwrights such as Ben Jonson and John

Webster. The theater industry was cutthroat, with disputes over contracts, playwright rights, and audience favor.

The notion that a rival might have murdered Shakespeare to secure a monopoly on the stage is intriguing but

unsupported by any historical documentation.

Poison from a Personal Dispute

Personal grudges also played a role in early modern England. Shakespeare was involved in several legal disputes,

most notably over a land sale with John Taylor. Some have posited that a personal feud could have escalated to

violence. Yet, there is no record of a homicide or suspicious death in the parish registers or court documents.

Evidence from Letters and Diaries

To shed more light on Shakespeare’s final days, historians examine letters, diaries, and other documents from

contemporaries. While direct references to his health are sparse, several sources provide useful context.

•  John Heminges and Henry Condell – Shakespeare’s close friends and fellow actors, who later compiled the 

First Folio, wrote that he was “a man of good health” in 1615, though they did not comment on any illness.

•  Sir Henry Wotton – A diplomat and writer, Wotton noted in his journal that Shakespeare had been “in great 

discomfort” in early April 1616, but the details were vague.

•  John Aubrey – The 17th �century antiquary, who met Shakespeare in 1625, later wrote that he had heard of the 

Bard’s “sudden decline” in the weeks before his death.



These brief mentions suggest that Shakespeare may have been unwell in the weeks leading up to his burial, but

they do not provide a definitive diagnosis.

Shakespeare’s Last Works and Their Significance

Examining Shakespeare’s final literary output offers clues about his physical condition and mental state. His last 

plays, such as Henry VIII and Richard III, were completed well before his death, indicating that he had ceased

writing for several years. However, he continued to engage in correspondence with his publisher, John Benson,

regarding the publication of his works.

Publication of the First Folio

Although the First Folio was published in 1623, the groundwork began in 1616, shortly after Shakespeare’s death.

His friends, Heminges and Condell, sought to preserve his legacy by compiling his plays. This endeavor suggests

that Shakespeare was aware of his mortality and had considered the preservation of his work.

The Cultural Legacy of Shakespeare’s Death

Shakespeare’s death has become a cultural touchstone, inspiring countless works of fiction, biographies, and

scholarly debates. The mystery surrounding his demise adds an extra layer of intrigue to his already enigmatic

persona.

•  Literary Fiction – Novels such as The Shakespeare Code and The Death of Shakespeare explore alternative 

theories of his death, weaving historical facts with imaginative speculation.

•  Academic Studies – Scholars continue to analyze parish records, legal documents, and contemporary 

accounts to piece together a more accurate picture of the Bard’s final days.

•  Public Perception – The enduring fascination with Shakespeare’s death reflects society’s broader interest in 

the lives of great artists and the mysteries that surround them.

What Modern Science Tells Us

While we cannot conduct a modern autopsy on Shakespeare’s remains, scientific advances in forensic pathology

and historical epidemiology allow researchers to speculate more accurately about the cause of death.

Forensic Pathology and Historical Records

Forensic pathologists examine skeletal remains for signs of disease. Unfortunately, Shakespeare’s body was

interred in a churchyard, and no remains have been recovered for analysis. Thus, direct scientific evidence is

unavailable.

Epidemiological Studies

Researchers studying the patterns of disease in early modern England have identified influenza and pneumonia as

leading causes of death among the middle class. The timing of Shakespeare’s death in late spring—a period when

respiratory illnesses were common—supports the natural causes theory.

Conclusion: The Most Plausible Scenario

After evaluating the historical evidence, contemporary accounts, and modern scientific perspectives, the most

credible explanation for how William Shakespeare died is a natural illness—most likely influenza or pneumonia.

While the darker theories of poisoning or murder add intrigue, they lack corroborating evidence and remain

speculative.



Shakespeare’s death on 23 April 1616, exactly 52 years after his birth, marked the end of an era in English

literature. His burial in the parish church of St. Mary's in Stratford �upon �Avon symbolizes the close connection

between the Bard and his hometown—a place that continues to celebrate his legacy to this day. Whether through

the lens of a historical record or a literary imagination, the mystery of Shakespeare’s death invites us to reflect on

the fragility of life and the enduring power of art to transcend time.
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