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EXPLORING THE COMPLETE LIST OF WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE PLAYS

William Shakespeare stands as the most celebrated playwright in the English language. His works
have transcended centuries, cultures, and continents, remaining as relevant today as they were
during the Elizabethan and Jacobean eras. For students, scholars, and theater enthusiasts alike, a
comprehensive list of William Shakespeare plays serves as a gateway to understanding the breadth
and depth of his genius. This guide provides a thorough exploration of his entire canon, organized by
genre, with insights into each work's significance, themes, and enduring legacy.

THE SHAKESPEARE CANON: AN OVERVIEW

The accepted canon of Shakespeare's plays includes 39 works, though scholars occasionally debate
the attribution of a few. These plays are traditionally divided into three main categories: comedies,
histories, and tragedies. A fourth category, often called the romances or late plays, emerged in
modern scholarship to describe works from the final phase of his career. When examining any list of
William Shakespeare plays, understanding these classifications helps readers grasp the evolution of
his writing style and thematic concerns.
Shakespeare wrote his plays over approximately 25 years, from the late 1580s until around 1613.
His output was remarkably consistent, producing an average of nearly two plays per year. The First
Folio, published in 1623 by fellow actors John Heminges and Henry Condell, preserved 36 plays that
might otherwise have been lost. This collection remains the primary source for understanding the
Shakespearean repertoire.

The Complete List of William Shakespeare
Plays by Genre
Comedies
Shakespeare's  comedies  typically  feature  wit,  wordplay,  mistaken  identities,  and  romantic
entanglements that resolve in marriage or reconciliation. They celebrate the triumph of love and
humor over adversity and misunderstanding.

The Comedy of Errors (circa 1592-1594) - A farcical tale of two sets of identical twins
separated at birth, creating chaos in Ephesus.
The Taming of the Shrew (circa 1590-1592) - A controversial play examining gender roles
and marriage through the tumultuous relationship of Petruchio and Katharina.
The Two Gentlemen of Verona (circa 1589-1593) - An early comedy exploring friendship,
love, and betrayal among young gentlemen.
Love's Labour's Lost (circa 1594-1595) - A witty play about four men who swear off women
only to fall instantly in love.
A Midsummer Night's Dream (circa 1595-1596) - One of his most beloved works, blending
romance, magic, and comedy in an enchanted forest.
The Merchant of Venice (circa 1596-1597) - A complex comedy weaving together themes of
justice, mercy, and prejudice, featuring the iconic Shylock.
Much Ado About Nothing (circa 1598-1599) - A sparkling comedy of wit and deception
centered on the warring couples Beatrice and Benedick.
As You Like It (circa 1599-1600) - A pastoral comedy exploring love, exile, and the contrast
between court and country life.
The Merry Wives of Windsor (circa 1597-1598) - Shakespeare's only comedy set entirely in
England, featuring the beloved rogue Sir John Falstaff.
Twelfth Night (circa 1601-1602) - Often considered his finest comedy, a masterful blend of
mistaken identity, cross-dressing, and unrequited love.
All's Well That Ends Well (circa 1603-1604) - A problem play examining class distinctions
and persistent love.
Measure for Measure (circa 1603-1604) - A dark comedy grappling with justice, mercy, and
hypocrisy in Vienna.
The Winter's Tale (circa 1609-1611) - A late romance transitioning from tragedy to
reconciliation across sixteen years.
The Tempest (circa 1610-1611) - Shakespeare's magical farewell to the stage, centered on
the sorcerer Prospero.

Histories
Shakespeare's history plays dramatize the lives of  English monarchs,  particularly the turbulent
events of the Hundred Years' War and the Wars of the Roses. They examine power, legitimacy, and
national identity.

Henry VI, Part 1 (circa 1589-1590) - The first installment of a trilogy covering the early reign
of Henry VI.
Henry VI, Part 2 (circa 1590-1591) - Depicts the power struggles leading to the Wars of the
Roses.
Henry VI, Part 3 (circa 1591-1592) - Chronicles the violent conflict between the houses of
York and Lancaster.
Richard III (circa 1592-1593) - The brilliant villainy of Richard, Duke of Gloucester, as he
schemes his way to the throne.
King John (circa 1594-1596) - A history play examining the reign of a weak and controversial
monarch.
Richard II (circa 1595-1596) - A poetic exploration of kingship, deposition, and the nature of
royal authority.
Henry IV, Part 1 (circa 1596-1597) - Features the rebellious Prince Hal and the immortal
Falstaff.
Henry IV, Part 2 (circa 1597-1598) - Continues Hal's journey toward kingship and his
rejection of Falstaff.

Henry V (circa 1598-1599) - The iconic story of the Battle of Agincourt and the ideal warrior
king.
Henry VIII (circa 1612-1613) - A late collaborative work depicting the reign of Henry Tudor.

Tragedies
Shakespeare's tragedies represent the pinnacle of his dramatic achievement. They explore human
suffering, ambition, jealousy, and the destructive consequences of flawed decisions.

Titus Andronicus (circa 1588-1593) - A bloody Roman revenge tragedy reflecting the
Senecan tradition.
Romeo and Juliet (circa 1595-1596) - The timeless story of star-crossed lovers torn apart by
family feuding.
Julius Caesar (circa 1599-1600) - A political thriller examining assassination, honor, and the
collapse of the Roman Republic.
Hamlet (circa 1600-1601) - Perhaps the most famous play in Western literature, exploring
revenge, madness, and mortality.
Othello (circa 1603-1604) - A devastating study of jealousy, racism, and manipulation.
King Lear (circa 1605-1606) - A monumental tragedy of aging, ingratitude, and human
suffering.
Macbeth (circa 1606) - A dark thriller about ambition, guilt, and the supernatural.
Antony and Cleopatra (circa 1606-1607) - A sweeping epic of love, politics, and empire.
Coriolanus (circa 1607-1608) - A political tragedy about pride, class conflict, and military
glory.
Timon of Athens (circa 1607-1608) - A bitter satire on wealth, friendship, and misanthropy.
Troilus and Cressida (circa 1601-1602) - A cynical deconstruction of the Trojan War and
romantic ideals.

Romances or Late Plays
These final plays blend elements of tragedy and comedy, often featuring reconciliation, forgiveness,
and magical or miraculous elements.

Pericles, Prince of Tyre (circa 1607-1608) - A journey-filled romance of loss and reunion.
Cymbeline (circa 1609-1610) - A complex tale of betrayal, disguise, and forgiveness set in
ancient Britain.
The Winter's Tale (circa 1609-1611) - Already listed among comedies, it also belongs to this
category.
The Tempest (circa 1610-1611) - Already listed, this play is the capstone of the romances.

UNDERSTANDING THE CHRONOLOGICAL ORDER OF SHAKESPEARE'S PLAYS

A chronological list of William Shakespeare plays reveals the maturing of his artistry. His early
works,  such  as  The  Comedy  of  Errors  and  Titus  Andronicus,  show  an  author  mastering
established forms. The middle period, from roughly 1595 to 1605, produced his greatest tragedies
and  most  sophisticated  comedies.  The  final  phase,  from  1608  onward,  gave  us  the  transcendent
romances, suggesting a playwright at peace with his craft and his world.
Scholars use various methods to establish chronology: contemporary references, publication dates
in the Stationers' Register, stylistic analysis of verse patterns, and thematic development. While
exact dates remain uncertain for many plays, the general sequence is well established.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE FIRST FOLIO

When discussing any list of William Shakespeare plays, the First Folio of 1623 demands attention.
Without this monumental publication, 18 of Shakespeare's plays would likely have been lost. Actors
John Heminges and Henry Condell collected the plays and organized them into comedies, histories,
and tragedies. This volume established the canonical 36 plays and provided authoritative texts
where only imperfect quarto versions existed.
Plays such as Macbeth, The Tempest, Twelfth Night, and Julius Caesar survive only because of
the First Folio. Modern editions of Shakespeare's works continue to rely heavily on this foundational
text.

DISPUTED AND COLLABORATIVE WORKS

Recent  scholarship  has  identified  collaborations  that  challenge  traditional  assumptions  about
authorship. Plays such as Henry VIII and The Two Noble Kinsmen are now widely accepted as
collaborations with John Fletcher. Edward III and portions of Sir Thomas More have also been
attributed to Shakespeare by many scholars. These works expand the traditional list of William
Shakespeare  plays  and  reveal  a  playwright  deeply  embedded  in  the  collaborative  culture  of
Elizabethan theater.
Additionally, the lost play Cardenio, believed to be a collaboration with Fletcher, survives only in
adaptation. The Poems of Shakespeare, while not plays, include the narrative works Venus and
Adonis and The Rape of Lucrece, which complement his dramatic output.

WHY SHAKESPEARE'S PLAYS ENDURE

The  complete  list  of  William Shakespeare  plays  represents  an  extraordinary  range  of  human
experience. From the gut-wrenching tragedy of King Lear to the joyful chaos of A Midsummer
Night's Dream, from the political intrigue of Julius Caesar to the magical reconciliation of The
Tempest, Shakespeare explored every facet of human emotion and society.
His characters speak with a psychological depth that feels modern. His language combines poetic
beauty with raw emotional power. His plots, often borrowed from historical chronicles or classical
sources, are transformed into universal stories that speak to every generation. The themes he
addressed - love, power, jealousy, ambition, justice, mercy, and mortality - remain central to human
experience.
The list  of  William Shakespeare plays also demonstrates remarkable variety.  No two plays are
exactly alike. Even within genres, each work has its distinct mood, structure, and thematic focus.
This diversity ensures that there is a Shakespeare play for every taste and every occasion.
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HOW TO APPROACH READING SHAKESPEARE'S PLAYS

For those new to the canon, starting with accessible works can build confidence. Romeo and Juliet
offers  a  familiar  story  and  clear  emotional  stakes.  Macbeth  is  short,  intense,  and  driven  by  a

compelling  psychological  arc.  A Midsummer Night's  Dream  provides  delightful  comedy and
fantasy.
As readers become more


