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A Chart of Canonical Plays
Title

Date Written
Date Range
First Published
The Comedy of Errors

1590

? - 1594

1623

Titus Andronicus

1590

? - 1594

1594

The Taming of the Shrew

1591

? - 1594

1623

2 Henry VI

1591

? - 1592

1594

3 Henry VI

1591

? - 1592

1595

1 Henry VI

1592

? - 1592

1623

Richard III

1592

1592 - 1597

1597

Love's Labor's Lost
1593

? - 1597

1598

Two Gentlemen of Verona

1593

? - 1598

1623

A Midsummer Night's Dream

1594

1594 - 1598

1600

Romeo and Juliet

1595

? - 1597

1597

Richard II

1595

1595 - 1597

1597

King John
1596

? - 1598

1623

The Merchant of Venice

1596

1594 - 1598

1600

Henry IV Part 1

1597

1595 - 1598

1598

The Merry Wives of Windsor
1597

1597 - 1602

1602

Henry IV Part 2

1598

1596 - 1598

1600

As You Like It

1598

1598 - 1600

1623

Much Ado About Nothing

1598

1598 - 1600

1600

Henry V

1599

1599

1600

Julius Caesar

1599

1598 - 1599

1623

Twelfth Night

1600

1600 - 1602

1623

Hamlet
1601
1599 - 1601

1603

Troilus and Cressida

1602

1601 - 1603

1609

All's Well That Ends Well

1603

1598 - ?

1623

Measure For Measure

1604

1598 - 1604

1623

Othello

1604

1598 - 1604

1622

King Lear
1605
1598 - 1606

1608

Macbeth

1606

1603 - 1611

1623

Antony and Cleopatra

1606

1598 - 1608

1623

Timon of Athens
1606
1598 - ?

1623

Pericles Prince of Tyre

1607

1598 - 1608

1609

Coriolanus

1608

1598 - ?

1623

Cymbeline

1609

1598 - 1611

1623

A Winter's Tale

1610

1598 - 1611

1623

The Tempest

1611

1610 - 1611

1623

Henry VIII

1613

1612 - 1613

1623
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	The Non-Dramatic Poetry
Venus and Adonis was probably written in 1592 during the period of the theater closings in London. It was registered and printed the following year. It bears a somewhat stiff and formal dedication to Henry Wriothesley, Earl of Southampton.

The Rape of Lucrece was probably written in 1593. It was registered and printed in 1594. It bears a much warmer dedication to the same Lord.

The Sonnets were written over a number of years, mostly, in all likelihood, from 1591-1594, though some are probably later. The full sequence was first printed by Thomas Thorpe in 1609, along with a longer poem at the end titled A Lover's Complaint. The Lover's Complaint seems to be a very early poem (perhaps 1591?), but no date of composition can be assigned.

In 1599 a work titled The Passionate Pilgrim was attributed to Shakespeare, and in it two of the Sonnets (138 and 144) appeared. Other poems certainly not by Shakespeare appeared in the same volume. Further, Meres made reference to Shakespeare's 'sugared sonnets among his private friends' in the famous passage from Palladis Tamia in 1598. We can be fairly certain that the sequence was complete by 1597 if not earlier.

In 1601 a very fine poem subsequently titled The Phoenix and the Turtle appeared untitled as one of the Poetical Essays appended to Robert Chester's Love's Martyr: or Rosalind's Complaint. It was attributed to Shakespeare, and many scholars have accepted it as genuine. The date of composition is unknown, but must be a more mature work.

There are several slight, occasional verses also attributed to Shakespeare. The best known is his epitaph, which is written in the first person and has proved singularly efficacious over the centuries in preserving his mortal remains:

Good friend, for Jesus' sake forbeare
To dig the dust enclosed here.
Blessed be the man that spares these stones.
And cursed be he that moves my bones.
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	Explanatory Notes
It were a thing impossible to solve the vexed issue of the date of composition of most of Shakespeare's Works. The table above intends to be a student's reference to best guesses as to the dates of composition. Although it says Date Written in bold black letters at the top of the column, the new student should not be deceived. I simply follow here the conjectures of the best editors. In only rare instances do we know the exact date of composition or first performance of any of the plays. Ergo the column headed Date Range. But even this, in many particulars, is speculative. The limiting date of writing (terminus ad quem) is known by publication or other external evidence (such as Meres's 1598 list), but what of the earliest possible date (terminus a quo)? And speaking of Meres's list, is it conclusive that his list can indeed be taken as the earliest limit for Shakespeare's later works?

The order is undoubtedly incorrect, but is based upon the best surmises of the best editors of which I am aware. Whenever one ventures to say which of Shakespeare's plays was written first, for example, and then goes back to re-read the work, one is struck with its maturity and development and feels compelled to put it later in the cycle. The Comedy of Errors often gets placed first simply because it smacks more of the schoolhouse than any of the others, and those of us who are fond of imagining Shakespeare a poor, overworked pedagogue, have a bias this direction. It may be that it was written as a hurried, commissioned work for the festivities at Gray's Inn in 1594. On the other hand, it may indeed have been written as early as, say, 1587.

I have reservations about placing The Two Gentlemen of Verona so late, but feel it is a play associated with the Southampton years yet written for the stage, and not, as Love's Labor Lost, written for a coterie. Shakespeare seems to have had a definite clown in mind for the part of Launce. I am aware of how often this is cited as Shakespeare's earliest of works, and wish to emphasize that this is just my opinion. Let the new student not be misled. I feel that the works I have placed earlier, Errors, Shrew, Titus, are based on formal, Italian models—probably reworkings of other plays—and that The Two Gentlemen shows a different originality than these earlier pieces. The external evidence, however, supports no firm conclusion.

The difficulty is that even Shakespeare's apprentice work (if we could only say exactly what that means) is so good. He was not just head and shoulders above his contemporaries, but above everyone else, for all time. It makes ranking the works among themselves, in the absence of any external evidence, very difficult indeed.

I have been so bold as to present this table in the hopes that students will find it useful as a thumbnail sketch, at least, of the chronology of the plays. Since the poetry is another matter again, I have included it in a separate section after the plays. As this project develops, I hope to add detailed materials regarding the dating of particular works. The table presented here is based on one originally presented by Alfred Harbage in The Complete Pelican Shakespeare (1969, p. 19), but the order and dates are somewhat different.
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	Notes to Individual Plays
Love's Labor's Lost
Many scholars feel this play belongs to the Southampton years—the years Shakespeare had an intimate relationship with Henry Wriothsley (1592 - 1597 ?). The theaters were closed in London during 1592-1593 due to a virulent outbreak of plague. Many feel Shakespeare spent the time in close association with Southampton. He wrote Venus and Adonis, The Rape of Lucrece, and probably many of his Sonnets during this period. This play has so many inside jokes, and is so courtly in tone, that many feel it was a private play for the Southampton circle that was later refurbished for the stage. If this is true, and I believe it is, the play certainly belongs to the years 1592-1593.
Return to the chart.
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King John
Many scholars place this play in 1596 upon the belief that Constance's lines in III iv 93-98 reflect Shakespeare's own grief at the death of his son Hamnet in August, 1596:

Grief fills the room up of my absent child,
Lies in his bed, walks up and down with me,
Puts on his pretty looks, repeats his words,
Remembers me of all his gracious parts,
Stuffs out his vacant garments with his form.
Then have I reason to be fond of grief.
I have followed their opinion here, but if left to purely stylistic considerations would probably (as some editors do) place the play earlier, say in 1594 prior to A Midsummer Night's Dream.
Return to the chart. 
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The Merry Wives of Windsor
From the early 18th Century we get the legend that Queen Elizabeth explicitly requested to see Falstaff in love, and that Shakespeare obliged by writing this play within a fortnight. This may, in fact, not be apocryphal, but there is no proof. Many believe the play to have been written for a specific occasion: the Garter Feast at Westminster on St. George's day (April 23), 1597, where Lord Hunsdon (the patron of Shakespeare's company) was celebrated as having been installed as a Knight of the Garter. (The installation was actually earlier at Windsor). 
Return to the chart. 


