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Complete Works of William Shakespeare are a monumental contribution to
English literature and drama that has shaped the theatrical landscape for
over four centuries. Shakespeare, often referred to as the Bard of Avon, is
renowned for his poetic brilliance, complex characters, and profound
explorations of the human condition. His works encompass a diverse range of
genres, including tragedies, comedies, histories, and poetry. This article
provides an overview of Shakespeare's complete works, their significance, and
their enduring legacy.

Historical Context of Shakespeare's Works

William Shakespeare was born in 1564 in Stratford-upon-Avon, England, during
the Elizabethan era, a period marked by flourishing arts and culture. The
early modern period was characterized by significant political and religious
upheaval, which greatly influenced Shakespeare's writing. The establishment
of the Protestant Church and the decline of feudalism allowed for new ideas
and forms of expression to emerge, setting the stage for Shakespeare's
innovative storytelling.

During Shakespeare's lifetime, the Globe Theatre became a prominent venue for
his plays. The theatre culture of London allowed for a diverse audience,
ranging from the aristocracy to the common folk. This accessibility played a
crucial role in the widespread appeal and success of his works.

Genres of Shakespeare's Works

Shakespeare's complete works can be categorized into several genres, each
showcasing his versatility as a playwright and poet.

Tragedies

The tragedies of Shakespeare, often marked by themes of fate, ambition, and
moral dilemmas, explore the darker aspects of human nature. Some of his most
celebrated tragedies include:

1. Hamlet: A tale of revenge and madness, featuring the famous soliloquy "To
be, or not to be."
2. Macbeth: A story of ambition and guilt, centered around the rise and fall
of a Scottish nobleman.
3. Othello: A tragic exploration of jealousy, manipulation, and betrayal.
4. King Lear: A poignant examination of loyalty, power, and madness.



5. Romeo and Juliet: A timeless love story that illustrates the tragic
consequences of family feuds.

Comedies

Shakespeare's comedies often delve into themes of love, mistaken identity,
and the complexities of relationships, characterized by humor and wit.
Notable comedies include:

1. A Midsummer Night's Dream: A whimsical tale intertwining love and magic in
a forest.
2. Twelfth Night: A story of love and mistaken identity, featuring the
character Viola in disguise.
3. Much Ado About Nothing: A witty exploration of love and deception among
two couples.
4. The Taming of the Shrew: A comedic battle of the sexes and the
complexities of marriage.
5. As You Like It: A pastoral comedy focusing on love and the contrast
between court life and rural life.

Histories

Shakespeare's history plays often focus on the lives of English monarchs and
significant historical events. These works provide insight into the political
landscape of the time. Key history plays include:

1. Henry IV, Part 1 and Part 2: Chronicles the reign of King Henry IV and the
youthful exploits of Prince Hal.
2. Richard III: A dramatic portrayal of the ruthless rise to power of King
Richard III.
3. Henry V: Focuses on King Henry's leadership during the Battle of
Agincourt.
4. Henry VI, Parts 1, 2, and 3: A trilogy depicting the Wars of the Roses and
the struggle for the English crown.

Poetry

In addition to his plays, Shakespeare was an accomplished poet. His poetic
works include:

1. Sonnets: A collection of 154 sonnets that explore themes of love, beauty,
and time. The sonnets are known for their intricate structure and emotional
depth.
2. Venus and Adonis: A narrative poem that tells the story of the goddess
Venus's love for the mortal Adonis.



3. The Rape of Lucrece: A narrative poem addressing themes of honor, lust,
and tragedy.

The First Folio and Publication of Works

After Shakespeare's death in 1616, his works were preserved by fellow actors
and friends. The first collected edition of his plays, known as the First
Folio, was published in 1623. This compilation included 36 plays, many of
which had never been published before. The First Folio is crucial for
understanding Shakespeare's oeuvre, as it preserved his works for future
generations.

The First Folio categorized Shakespeare's plays into three main sections:

1. Comedies: 18 plays, including "A Midsummer Night's Dream" and "Twelfth
Night."
2. Histories: 10 plays, including "Henry IV" and "Richard III."
3. Tragedies: 12 plays, including "Hamlet" and "Macbeth."

The absence of some of his works from the First Folio, such as "Pericles" and
"Love's Labour's Lost," has led to speculation about Shakespeare's complete
body of work.

Impact and Legacy

The complete works of William Shakespeare have had an unparalleled impact on
literature, theatre, and the English language. His plays have been translated
into every major language and continue to be performed worldwide.
Shakespeare's influence extends beyond literature; his works have inspired
countless adaptations in film, opera, and other artistic forms.

Language and Expression

Shakespeare is credited with contributing significantly to the English
language. He coined many words and phrases that remain in use today, such as:

- "Break the ice"
- "Wild-goose chase"
- "Heart of gold"
- "The world is my oyster"

His inventive use of language, including puns, metaphors, and vivid imagery,
has enriched English literature and continues to captivate readers and
audiences.



Enduring Relevance

The themes explored in Shakespeare's works—love, jealousy, ambition, and the
quest for identity—are timeless and resonate with contemporary audiences. His
ability to capture the complexities of human emotions ensures that his plays
remain relevant in modern society. Shakespeare's works are frequently studied
in schools and universities, further solidifying his status as a literary
giant.

Conclusion

The complete works of William Shakespeare represent a treasure trove of
literary brilliance that transcends time and culture. From the depths of
tragedy to the heights of comedy, Shakespeare's plays and poetry offer
profound insights into the human experience. His legacy endures through the
ages, inviting new generations to explore the rich tapestry of his
imagination. As we continue to celebrate his contributions to literature, we
must remember that Shakespeare's works are not only a reflection of their
time but also a mirror to our own, allowing us to understand ourselves and
the world around us better.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the complete works of William Shakespeare?
The complete works of William Shakespeare refer to the entire collection of
his plays, sonnets, and poems, including 39 plays, 154 sonnets, and several
narrative poems.

How many plays did William Shakespeare write?
William Shakespeare wrote 39 plays, which include famous tragedies, comedies,
and histories.

What is the significance of the First Folio?
The First Folio, published in 1623, is the first collected edition of
Shakespeare's works and is crucial for preserving many of his plays that
might have otherwise been lost.

Which Shakespeare play is considered the longest?
Hamlet is considered the longest play written by Shakespeare, with a total of
4,042 lines.



What themes are commonly found in Shakespeare's
works?
Common themes in Shakespeare's works include love, power, jealousy, betrayal,
and the supernatural.

How did Shakespeare influence the English language?
Shakespeare significantly influenced the English language by introducing new
words and phrases, many of which are still in use today.

What are some of Shakespeare's most famous works?
Some of Shakespeare's most famous works include 'Romeo and Juliet',
'Macbeth', 'Hamlet', and 'A Midsummer Night's Dream'.

Where can I find a complete collection of
Shakespeare's works?
Complete collections of Shakespeare's works can be found in libraries,
bookstores, and online platforms like Project Gutenberg and the Folger
Shakespeare Library.
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