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UNVEILING THE CANON: WHAT
PLAYS AND POEMS DID WILLIAM
SHAKESPEARE WRITE?

For  over  four  centuries,  the  name
William  Shakespeare  has  stood  as  a
colossus in the world of literature. When
students, theatre enthusiasts, or casual
readers  first  encounter  the  Bard,  the
most fundamental question they ask is:

what plays and poems did William
Shakespeare  write?  The  answer  is
both vast  and fascinating.  His  body of
work,  known  as  the  Shakespearean
canon, is traditionally divided into three
primary  genres  of  plays—comedies,
histories,  and  tragedies—alongside  a
substantial  col lection  of  poetry.
Understanding the full scope of his work
provides  a  window  into  the  human
condition,  exploring  themes  of  love,
power, jealousy, ambition, and mortality
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with unmatched linguistic artistry.
Shakespeare lived from 1564 to 1616,
and  most  scholars  agree  that  the
majority of his writing occurred between
roughly 1589 and 1613. In that relatively
short span, he produced 39 plays, 154
sonnets,  and  three  longer  narrative
poems. While debates continue among
academics  about  the  precise  number,
espec ia l ly  regard ing  potent ia l
collaborations,  the core canon remains
relatively settled. This article will guide
you  through  each  category,  offering  a
detailed look at  the masterpieces that
continue to shape modern storytelling.

THE THREE PILLARS:
SHAKESPEARE'S PLAYS

When  exploring  what  plays  and
poems  did  William  Shakespeare

write,  it  is  helpful  to  begin  with  the
plays, as they form the backbone of his
reputation.  His  plays  are  traditionally
grouped into three distinct categories, a
classification first made in the First Folio
of 1623, published seven years after his
death by his fellow actors John Heminges
and Henry Condell.

The Comedies:
Laughter, Love,
and Mistaken
Identity
S h a k e s p e a r e ' s  c o m e d i e s  a r e
characterized by lighthearted plots, witty
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dialogue,  marr iage  as  a  central
resolution,  and  often,  elements  of
m i s t a k e n  i d e n t i t y  o r  m a g i c a l
transformations.  They  are  not  merely
funny; they explore the complexities of
courtship and the folly of human nature.
Some  of  the  most  beloved  examples
include:

A Midsummer Night's Dream –
A magical romp through an
enchanted forest involving lovers,
fairies, and a hilarious troupe of
amateur actors. It is one of his
most performed works.
The Taming of the Shrew – A
controversial but enduring battle
of wits between Petruchio and the
sharp-tongued Katherina,
exploring gender roles and societal

expectations.
Much Ado About Nothing – A
masterpiece of verbal sparring
between Beatrice and Benedick,
combined with a darker plot of
slander and deception.
Twelfth Night – A story of
shipwreck, disguise, and
unrequited love, featuring the
cross-dressing Viola and the
pompous Malvolio.
As You Like It – Set in the Forest
of Arden, this play explores exile,
pastoral life, and the famous line,
"All the world's a stage."
The Merchant of Venice – Often
classified as a comedy, though it
carries heavy dramatic weight,
particularly in the portrayal of
Shylock and themes of justice
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versus mercy.
The Merry Wives of Windsor –
A farcical domestic comedy
featuring the beloved rogue Sir
John Falstaff.

Other comedies in his repertoire include
The Two Gentlemen of  Verona,  Love's
Labour's Lost, All's Well That Ends Well,
and Measure for Measure (the latter two
are often called "problem plays" due to
their darker tones).

The Histories:
The Soul of a

Nation
Shakespeare's  history  plays  focus
primarily  on  the  medieval  English
monarchy,  chronicling the Wars of  the
Roses and the Hundred Years' War. They
were  not  intended  as  dry  textbooks;
rather, they were dramatic explorations
of leadership, legitimacy, and the heavy
burden of the crown. When people ask
what plays and poems did William
Shakespeare  write  that  shaped
English national identity, these are the
key texts.

Richard III – A chilling portrait of
a villainous king, opening with the
iconic line, "Now is the winter of
our discontent."
Henry IV, Part 1 and Part 2 –
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Widely considered among his best
history plays, these introduce the
youthful Prince Hal and the
immortal Falstaff, exploring
themes of honor, rebellion, and
maturation.
Henry V – The conclusion of the
Henriad, featuring the rousing St.
Crispin's Day speech and the
English victory at Agincourt.
Richard II – A poetic and deeply
moving play about a weak king
deposed by the pragmatic
Bolingbroke.
King John – A lesser-known but
politically complex play dealing
with issues of legitimacy and
national identity.
Henry VI, Part 1, 2, and 3 –
Shakespeare's earliest history

plays, chronicling the turmoil of
the Wars of the Roses.
Henry VIII – A later play, often
believed to have been co-written
with John Fletcher.

He also wrote one history play based on
a  non-English  king:  King  Lear  is  a
tragedy,  but  Macbeth  is  a  Scottish
history.  Additionally,  Coriolanus  and
Antony  and  Cleopatra  are  Roman
histories,  often  grouped  with  the
tragedies.

The Tragedies:
The Depths of
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Human Suffering
This  is  arguably  Shakespeare's  most
celebrated  category.  His  tragedies
explore  the  darkest  aspects  of  the
human  experience—ambition,  jealousy,
betrayal,  and  madness.  They  feature
protagonists  of  high  standing  who  fall
from  grace  due  to  a  fatal  flaw
(hamartia). If you are searching for what
plays  and  poems  did  Wil l iam
Shakespeare  write  that  define
Western  literature,  these  are  the
pinnacle.

Hamlet – The ultimate tragedy of
indecision, revenge, and
existential despair. "To be, or not
to be" remains the most quoted
line in the English language.

Macbeth – A terrifying study of
ambition and guilt, where a
Scottish general murders his king
to claim the throne, only to be
consumed by paranoia.
Othello – A devastating
exploration of jealousy and racism,
as the noble Moor is manipulated
by his ensign Iago.
King Lear – A harrowing journey
into madness and betrayal, as an
aging king divides his kingdom
among his daughters with
catastrophic results.
Romeo and Juliet – Perhaps the
most famous love story ever
written, but undeniably a tragedy
of fate, family feuds, and impulsive
youth.
Julius Caesar – A political thriller
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examining assassination, mob
mentality, and the collapse of the
Roman Republic.
Antony and Cleopatra – A
sweeping epic of passion and
politics, spanning the Roman
Empire and Egypt.
Coriolanus – A less-performed but
powerful tragedy about pride,
politics, and the disdain a warrior
holds for the common people.
Timon of Athens – A bitter play
about misanthropy and the
corruption of wealth.
Titus Andronicus –
Shakespeare's earliest and most
violent tragedy, a blood-soaked
revenge drama set in ancient
Rome.

THE LATE ROMANCES: A SHIFT IN
TONE

In  the  final  phase  of  his  career,
Shakespeare wrote a group of plays that
blend elements of tragedy and comedy,
of ten  featur ing  reconci l iat ion,
forgiveness, and supernatural elements.
These  are  frequently  classified
s e p a r a t e l y  a s  " R o m a n c e s "  o r
"Tragicomedies."  They  include  The
Tempest, The Winter's Tale, Cymbeline,
and  Pericles,  Prince  of  Tyre .  The
Tempest, in particular, is often seen as
Shakespeare's farewell to the stage, with
the magician Prospero symbolizing the
playwright himself.

THE POETRY: SONNETS AND
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NARRATIVE GEMS

Beyond the stage, the answer to what
plays  and  poems  did  Wil l iam
Shakespeare  write  must  include  his
extraordinary  poetry.  His  poetic  works
are divided into two main categories: the
narrative poems and the sonnets.

The Narrative
Poems
Shakespeare  published  two  major
narrative poems during his lifetime, both
dedicated  to  h is  patron,  Henry
Wriothesley, the Earl of Southampton.

Venus and Adonis (1593) – A
sensuous and playful poem about

the goddess of love pursuing the
beautiful young hunter Adonis,
who prefers hunting to romance. It
was a massive popular success in
its day.
The Rape of Lucrece (1594) – A
much darker and more serious
poem, recounting the tragic story
of the Roman noblewoman
Lucrece, whose rape by Tarquin
leads to her suicide and the
overthrow of the monarchy. It is a
powerful meditation on shame,
honor, and political upheaval.

He also contributed a poem titled The
Phoenix  and  the  Turtle,  an  allegorical
poem  about  ideal  love  and  death,
though its meaning remains mysterious.
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The Sonnets: 154
Poems of Love
and Time
Shakespeare's  sonnet  sequence  is
arguably the most famous collection of
love  poetry  in  the  English  language.
Published  in  1609  by  Thomas  Thorpe,
the 154 sonnets cover themes of beauty,
procreation,  jealousy,  t ime,  and
mortality. They are divided into two main
sections:

Sonnets 1–126: Addressed to a
"Fair Youth," a young man of
aristocratic birth whom the
speaker urges to marry and have

children. These sonnets explore
deep friendship, admiration, and
eventually, jealousy and betrayal.
Sonnets 127–152: Addressed to
a "Dark Lady," a mysterious
woman with dark hair and eyes.
This sequence is more openly
erotic and troubled, exploring
themes of lust, shame, and moral
conflict.
Sonnets 153–154: Two shorter
poems on the theme of Cupid and
love's power.

Famous  sonnets  include  Sonnet  18
("Shall  I  compare  thee  to  a  summer's
day?"), Sonnet 116 ("Let me not to the
marriage  of  true  minds"),  and  Sonnet
130 ("My mistress' eyes are nothing like
the sun"). When discussing what plays
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and poems did William Shakespeare
write, the sonnets are essential reading,
offering a more intimate glimpse into his
mind than the plays typically allow.

LOST PLAYS AND
COLLABORATIONS

No answer to what plays and poems
did  William  Shakespeare  write  is
complete  without  acknowledging  the
gaps.  Scholars  believe  he  collaborated
on  several  plays,  including  Henry  VIII,
The  Two  Noble  Kinsmen  (with  John
Fletcher), and possibly parts of Macbeth
and Timon of Athens. Additionally, there
are "lost plays" referenced in historical

records,  such  as  Love's  Labour's  Won
and Cardenio,  the manuscript of which
has never been found.
A CHRONOLOGICAL VIEW

Establishing  a  precise  chronology  for
what plays and poems did William
Shakespeare  write  is  an  ongoing
scholarly  task.  However,  a  general
timeline helps contextualize his artistic
growth:

Late 1580s–1590s: Early plays
like Henry VI, Richard III, The
Taming of the Shrew, and Titus
Andronic


