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ndi- The first decade of the 1600s witnessed the publica-
‘::z tion of additional quartos as well as the production

of most of Shakespeare’s great tragedies, with Julius

Caesar appearing in 1599 and Hamlet in 1600-1601.
After the death of Queen Elizabeth in 1603, the
Lord Chamberlain’s Men became the King’s Men
under James I, Elizabeth’s successor. Around the time
of this transition in the English monarchy, the
famous tragedy Othello (1603—1604) was most likely
written and performed, followed closely by King Lear
(1605-1606), Antony and Cleopatra (1606), and
Mucbeth (1606) in the next two years.

Shakespeare’s name also appears as a major
investor in the 1609 acquisition of an indoor theatre
known as the Blackfriars. This last period of Shake-
speare’s career, which includes plays that considered
the acting conditions both at the Blackfriars and the
open-air Globe theatre, consists primarily of
romances or tragicomedies such as The Winter’s Tale
and The Tempest. On June 29, 1613, during a per-
formance of All is True, or Henry VIII, the thatching
on top of the Globe caught fire and the playhouse
burned to the ground. After this incident, the Kings
Men moved solely into the indoor Blackfriars theatre.

Final days

During the last years of his career, Shakespeare col- -

laborated on a couple of plays with contemporary
dramatist John Fletcher, even possibly coming out
of retirement — which scholars believe began some-
time in 1613 — to work on The Tiwo Noble Kinsmen
(1613-1614). Three years later, Shakespeare died on
April 23, 1616. Though the exact cause of death
remains unknown, a vicar from Stratford in the mid-
seventeenth-century wrote in his diary that Shake-
speare, perhaps celebrating the marriage of his
daughter, Judith, contracted a fever during a night
of revelry with fellow literary figures Ben Jonson and
Michael Drayton. Regardless, Shakespeare may have
felt his death was imminent in March of that year
because he altered his will. Interestingly, his will men-
tions no book or theatrical manuscripts, perhaps
indicating the lack of value that he put on printed
versions of his dramatic works and their status as

company property.
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S.even years after Shakespeare’s death, John
Heminge and Henry Condell, fellow members of the
King’s Men, published his collected works. In their
pref.ace, they claim that they are publishing the true
versions of Shakapcme’s plays partially as a response
to the previous quarto printings of 18 of his plays,
most of these with multiple printings. This Folio
contains 36 plays to which scholars gener'au)’ add
Pericles and The Two Noble Kinsmen. This volume of
.Shakespeare’s plays began the process of construct-
ing Shakespeare not only as England’s national poet
but also as 2 monumental figure whose plays would

continue to captivate imaginations at the end of

the m’illenium .with no signs of stopping. Ben
Jonson's prophetic line about Shakespeare in the First

Folio — “He was not of an age, but for all time!” —
certainly holds true.

Chronology of Shakespeare’s plays
1590-1591 The Two Gentlemen of Verona

The Tamin
- 2 oy V}g of the Shrew

3 Henry VI
1592 1 Henry VI

Titus Andronicus
1592-1593 Richard ITI

Venus and Adonis
1593-1594 The Rape of Lucrece
1594 The Comedy of Errors
1594-1595 Love’s Labour’s Lost
1595 Richard I1

Romeo and Julie

A Midsummer Night's Dream
1595-1596 Loves Labour’s '\%gn

(This manuscript was lost.)

1596 King John

1596-1597 The Merchant of Venice
I Henry IV

1597-1598  The Merry Wives of Windsor
2 Henry IV

1598 Much Ado About Nothing

1598-1599 HenryV
1599 Julius Caesar
1599-1600 As You Like It
1600-1601 Hamlet

1601 Tovelfih Night, ot What You Will
1602 Troilus and Cressida
1593-1603 Sonnets
1603 Measure for Measure
1603-1604 A Lover’s Complaint
Othello
16041605 All’s Well That Ends Well
1605 Timon of Athens
1605-1606 King Lear
1606 Macbeth
Antony and Cleopatra
1607 Pericles
1608 Coriolanus
1609 The Winter’s Tale
1610 Cymbeline
1611 The Tempest
1612—-1613 Cardenio (with John Fletcher;
this manuscript was lost.)

1613 All'is True (Henry VIII)
1613-1614 The Two Noble Kinsmen
(with John Fletcher)

This chronology is derived from Stanley Wells’
and Gary Taylor's William Shakespeare: A Textual
Companion, which is listed in the “Works consulted”

section on the next page. \

A note on Shakespeare’s language

Readers encountering Shakespeare for the first time
usually find Early Modern English difficult to under-
stand. Yer, rather than serving as a barrier to Shake-
speare, the richness of this language should form part
of our appreciation of the Bard.

One of the first things readers usually notice
about the language is the use of pronouns. Like the
King James Version of the Bible, Shakespeare’s pro-
nouns are slightly different from our own and can
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cause confusion. Words like “thou” (you), “thee” and
“ye” (objective cases of you), and “thy” and “thine”
(your/yours) appear throughout Shakespeare’s plays.
You may need a little time to get used to these
changes. You can find the definitions for other words
that commonly cause confusion in the glossary col-
umn on the right side of each page in this edition.

lambic pentameter

Though Shakespeare sometimes wrote in prose, he
wrote most of his plays in poetry, specifically blank
verse. Blank verse consists of lines in unrhymed
iambic pentameter. Iambic refers to the stress patterns
of the line. An 7amb is an element of sound that con-
sists of two beats — the first unstressed (da) and the
second stressed (DA). A good example of an iambic
line is Hamlet’s famous line “To be or not to be,” in
which you do not stress “to,” “or,” and “to,” bur you
do stress “be,” “not,” and “be.” Pentameter refers to
the meter or number of stressed syllables in a line.
Penta-meter has five stressed syllables. Juliet’s line
“But soft, what light through yonder window
breaks?” (I.2.2) is a good example of iambic
pentameter.

Wordplay

Shakespeare’s language is also verbally rich as he,
along with many dramatists of his period, had a
fondness for wordplay. This wordplay often takes the
forms of puns, where a word can mean more than
one thing in a given context. Shakespeare often
employs puns as a way of illustrating the distance
!Jetween what is on the surface — apparent mean-
ings — and what meanings lie underneath. Though
recognizing these puns may be difficult at first, the

glosses (definitions) in the right column point many
of them out to you.

If you are encountering Shakespeare’s plays for
the first time, the following reading tips may help
€ase you into the plays. Shakespeare’s lines were
meant to be spoken; therefore, reading them aloud
of speaking them should help with comprehension.

Also, though most of the lines are poetic, do not
forget to read complete sentences — move from
period to period as well as from line to line.
Although Shakespeare’s language can be difficult at
first, the rewards of immersing yourself in the rich-
ness and fluidity of the lines are immeasurable.
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