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    This collection brings together, in a single volume set, the writings traditionally associated with William Shakespeare: the comedies, histories, tragedies, poems, and a group of apocryphal plays transmitted under his name or connected with it in the history of attribution. It also includes a biographical and critical “Life of William Shakespeare,” with prefatory and supplementary matter that reflects the long scholarly effort to place the works in their historical and literary context. The purpose of such a gathering is both practical and interpretive: to present the fullest possible view of Shakespeare’s surviving canon and related texts, and to show the range of forms through which his art has endured.

The central body of the collection is the drama, for Shakespeare is above all the pre-eminent playwright of the English stage. The comedies, histories, and tragedies represented here display the principal divisions by which his plays have long been organized in print. These categories are useful without exhausting the richness of the works themselves, for many of the plays combine festive pleasure with moral gravity, political action with intimate feeling, or public conflict with private desire. Read together, they reveal a writer who moved with unusual freedom across modes and tones, shaping theatrical language to suit courtship, dispute, ceremony, war, grief, and wonder.

The comedies gathered here range from early experiments in wit and mistaken identity to later romances marked by reconciliation and marvel. In these plays Shakespeare repeatedly turns to courtship, friendship, disguise, family tension, social performance, and the confusions produced by desire. Their worlds may be urban, domestic, pastoral, or enchanted, yet each tests the relation between appearance and reality, law and mercy, impulse and judgment. Verbal ingenuity is one of their chief pleasures: repartee, wordplay, lyrical set pieces, and sudden shifts from laughter to seriousness give these works their distinctive movement. Their lasting appeal lies not only in amusement, but in their searching interest in human conduct under the pressure of love and society.

The histories form another essential part of Shakespeare’s achievement, presenting English rulers and conflicts drawn from chronicle materials and shaped for the stage. These plays examine kingship, legitimacy, rebellion, inheritance, counsel, warfare, and the burdens of rule. They are not bare recitations of events, but dramatic constructions in which public life is animated by competing claims, strong personalities, and the changing fortunes of nations. Across the sequence, Shakespeare shows a remarkable command of ceremonial language, rhetorical argument, and crowd scenes, while also attending to the private cost of political action. Taken together, the histories demonstrate how deeply his theatre engaged questions of authority, memory, and national identity.

The tragedies in this collection have long stood at the center of Shakespeare’s world reputation. Set in Verona, Rome, Britain, Scotland, Venice, Denmark, and other imagined or historical spaces, they confront ambition, jealousy, revenge, political fracture, betrayal, mortality, and the limits of human self-knowledge. Their protagonists are often persons of high rank, yet the emotional and ethical crises they endure extend far beyond rank or period. Shakespeare’s tragic art is distinguished by the intensity of its inward speech, the complexity of motive it allows, and the way it binds personal passion to wider social consequences. These plays remain inexhaustible because they speak with uncommon force to fear, conscience, error, and suffering.

Alongside the plays stand the poems, which reveal another aspect of Shakespeare’s mastery. The sonnets, together with the narrative poems “Venus and Adonis” and “The Rape of Lucrece,” “The Passionate Pilgrim,” “The Phoenix and the Turtle,” and “A Lover’s Complaint,” show him working in forms designed primarily for reading rather than performance. In these works he explores desire, beauty, mutability, reputation, grief, and the resources of verbal patterning with concentrated intensity. The poetry rewards close attention to sound, image, argument, and structure. It also helps illuminate the wider literary culture in which Shakespeare wrote, where drama and lyric, public theatre and printed page, were closely connected.

A distinctive feature of this edition is the inclusion of apocryphal plays, such as “Arden of Faversham,” “Edward the Third,” “Sir Thomas More,” and others historically linked with Shakespeare’s name. Their presence does not erase the differences between established canon and disputed attribution; rather, it acknowledges the documentary and editorial history through which Shakespeare’s corpus has been assembled. Early modern playwriting was collaborative, theatrical texts circulated in complex ways, and later publishers and scholars often preserved uncertain materials alongside accepted works. By presenting these plays as apocryphal, the collection records that history responsibly, allowing readers to see both the reach of Shakespeare’s reputation and the limits of certainty in authorship questions.

The accompanying “Life of William Shakespeare,” with its preface, chapters, and appendix, serves an important interpretive function within the collection. It situates the works within the known outlines of Shakespeare’s life in Stratford-upon-Avon and London, his activity in the theatre, his relation to patrons and readers, and the posthumous growth of his fame. Biographical writing on Shakespeare must proceed with care because the documentary record, though significant, is not complete. A responsible life therefore does not claim more than the evidence allows. Included here, such material helps readers approach the works historically while remembering that the writings themselves remain the fullest and most reliable witness to Shakespeare’s imaginative power.

When considered as a whole, these writings show remarkable breadth in subject and setting. Shakespeare can move from households to courts, from taverns to battlefields, from comic misunderstanding to metaphysical reflection, from English history to classical antiquity and legendary Britain. Yet this variety is unified by recurring concerns: the instability of identity, the force of language, the vulnerability of power, the claims of justice and mercy, the tension between desire and duty, and the persistent nearness of time and change. Again and again, his works ask how people know themselves and others, how communities are formed or broken, and how speech can reveal, persuade, conceal, or transform.

His stylistic hallmarks are equally unifying. Shakespeare’s writing is notable for its suppleness of verse and prose, its command of rhetoric, its sensitivity to social register, and its capacity to give distinct voices to characters of very different station and temperament. He can compress reflection into memorable poetic form, expand argument through energetic debate, and animate action through swift alternations of high seriousness and everyday speech. Wordplay, metaphor, antithesis, repetition, and rhythmic variation are not ornamental additions but structural means by which thought and feeling are dramatized. Across genres, he demonstrates an unusual ability to make language itself an arena of conflict, persuasion, revelation, and delight.

The endurance of Shakespeare’s work rests not on tradition alone, but on the continuing vitality of the writing in performance and in reading. His plays remain central to theatrical repertoires, educational curricula, and literary criticism, while the poems retain their place in the history of English lyric and narrative verse. Successive generations have returned to these texts because they invite renewal without surrendering their historical identity. They speak from the conditions of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, yet they continue to engage readers and audiences confronting questions of love, authority, violence, family, ambition, loyalty, and loss. Their cultural reach has been extensive, but their artistic force remains the primary reason for that reach.

A collection titled “The Complete Works of William Shakespeare” therefore offers more than convenience. It presents a whole career in its principal surviving forms, while also recording the textual and editorial traditions that surround it. To read these comedies, histories, tragedies, poems, biographical materials, and apocryphal plays together is to encounter not a single mood or doctrine, but an extraordinary range of literary invention ordered by a consistently searching intelligence. The value of such a volume lies in that fullness. It allows Shakespeare to be approached as dramatist, poet, historical presence, and enduring literary influence, whose works continue to define standards of expressive power, imaginative scope, and formal achievement in English literature.
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    Introduction
William Shakespeare, baptized in Stratford-upon-Avon in 1564 and buried there in 1616, was an English playwright, poet, and actor whose work became central to the literature of the early modern stage. His surviving canon in this collection spans comedies, histories, tragedies, and narrative poetry, revealing uncommon range in subject, tone, and dramatic form. From festive works such as As You Like It, Twelfth Night, and A Midsummer Night’s Dream to the major tragedies Hamlet, Othello, King Lear, and Macbeth, he shaped theatrical language and characterization on a scale that has remained influential for more than four centuries.
Shakespeare’s importance lies not only in individual masterpieces but also in the breadth of his achievement across genres. The English histories, including Richard II, the Henry IV plays, Henry V, the Henry VI trilogy, Richard III, King John, and Henry VIII, helped define national historical drama for the commercial theater. The late romances and tragicomedies, among them The Winter’s Tale, Cymbeline, Pericles, and The Tempest, widened dramatic possibilities by blending loss, wonder, reconciliation, and spectacle. Alongside the plays, Venus and Adonis, The Rape of Lucrece, the Sonnets, and shorter poems show him as a writer equally alert to rhetorical artifice, emotional complexity, and the expressive capacities of verse.
Education and Literary Influences
The documentary record of Shakespeare’s schooling is indirect, but it is widely accepted that he likely attended the Stratford grammar school, where instruction emphasized Latin grammar, rhetoric, and classical authors. That training helps explain his ease with verbal patterning, forensic argument, and formal speech. Roman history and literature strongly inform Julius Caesar, Antony and Cleopatra, Coriolanus, and Titus Andronicus, while Plautine comedy stands behind The Comedy of Errors. His works also draw on English chronicle history, Italian prose fiction, romance tradition, folklore, and the Bible, all absorbed into a dramatic style that could move flexibly between courtly wit, popular humor, and philosophical reflection.
Shakespeare wrote within a vibrant theatrical and literary culture rather than in isolation. The influence of Senecan tragedy can be felt in revenge motifs, heightened passions, and meditations on power, while Ovidian narrative and metamorphosis echo through the poems and plays, especially Venus and Adonis and A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Pastoral conventions shape As You Like It; romance materials nourish The Two Gentlemen of Verona, Pericles, Cymbeline, and The Winter’s Tale; and moral, legal, and theological debates animate Measure for Measure and The Merchant of Venice. The apocryphal plays in this collection, some partly attributed to him by later scholars, also reflect the collaborative and fluid authorship practices of the Elizabethan and Jacobean stage.
Literary Career
Shakespeare’s career in London was established by the early 1590s, when he was known both as an actor and as a playwright for the public theater. His earliest dramatic phase is commonly associated with experiments in comedy, history, and tragedy, including The Two Gentlemen of Verona, The Taming of the Shrew, Love’s Labour’s Lost, the Henry VI plays, Richard III, and Titus Andronicus. These works display energetic rhetoric, delight in wordplay, and growing command of theatrical structure. During a period when the theaters were disrupted by plague, he turned notably to narrative poetry, publishing Venus and Adonis and The Rape of Lucrece for the reading public.
As his dramatic powers deepened in the mid to late 1590s, Shakespeare produced a remarkable sequence of comedies and histories that joined popular appeal to increasing psychological subtlety. Romeo and Juliet, though tragic, belongs to this period of lyrical intensity and rapid formal development. A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Much Ado About Nothing, The Merchant of Venice, The Merry Wives of Windsor, and As You Like It reveal his ability to shape distinct comic worlds, while Richard II, the two parts of Henry IV, and Henry V turn political history into searching drama about legitimacy, performance, and national identity. His verse in these plays becomes more flexible, and prose assumes a larger role in characterization.
Around the turn of the seventeenth century, Shakespeare entered the phase most often associated with his greatest tragedies and problem plays. Julius Caesar, Hamlet, Troilus and Cressida, Measure for Measure, Othello, King Lear, Macbeth, Antony and Cleopatra, Timon of Athens, and Coriolanus confront ambition, jealousy, state violence, moral uncertainty, and the limits of human judgment. These works are marked by tighter dramatic concentration, richer inwardness, and a language capable of philosophical abstraction without losing theatrical force. Even where modern categories are unstable, as with the so-called problem plays, the writing shows Shakespeare’s determination to test inherited dramatic forms against increasingly difficult ethical and political material.
In his later career, Shakespeare moved toward the romance mode, often in collaboration, and composed plays that place suffering beside forgiveness, estrangement beside recovery. Pericles, Cymbeline, The Winter’s Tale, and The Tempest belong to this final creative arc, as does the collaborative The Two Noble Kinsmen and, in many accounts, Henry VIII. These plays are less interested in irreversible catastrophe than in time, repentance, providence, and renewal, often using music, pageantry, and narrative breadth in new ways. The 1623 First Folio, prepared by fellow actors after his death, was crucial in preserving many of the dramas in this collection and in securing their transmission to later readers and audiences.
Beliefs and Advocacy
Direct evidence for Shakespeare’s private beliefs is limited, and responsible biography must distinguish between the views of characters and the convictions of their author. What can be said with confidence is that his works repeatedly engage public questions central to his age: kingship, rebellion, justice, mercy, war, civic obligation, gender expectations, and the uses and abuses of authority. The history plays examine the instability of power; Measure for Measure and The Merchant of Venice probe law and equity; and tragedies such as King Lear and Coriolanus explore the relation between rulers and the communities they govern. His plays are therefore politically and morally alert without yielding a simple doctrine.
Shakespeare also held a documented public role in the theater as shareholder, actor, and playwright, and this practical position shaped the social breadth of his writing. He wrote for mixed audiences and consistently gave intellectual dignity to clowns, servants, soldiers, women, outsiders, and rulers alike. The result is not a program of advocacy in the modern sense, but a dramatic practice grounded in attention to competing voices. The Sonnets add another dimension: they investigate time, desire, rivalry, beauty, decay, and poetic endurance with unusual candor and formal control. Across genres, his most consistent commitment appears to be to complexity itself and to the dramatic testing of human motives under pressure.
Final Years & Legacy
In his later years Shakespeare appears to have maintained ties to both London and Stratford while gradually reducing his theatrical activity. He died in 1616 and was buried in Holy Trinity Church, Stratford-upon-Avon. His will and a small set of surviving signatures are among the principal documents connected to the close of his life, but they reveal little about his inner life compared with the works themselves. What survives most vividly from his final phase is the serene yet searching art of the late plays, especially The Winter’s Tale and The Tempest, where memory, loss, and restoration are treated with a new spaciousness and formal assurance.
Shakespeare’s posthumous reputation grew steadily from respected playwright to unrivaled literary figure. The poems remained important, but it was the preservation, printing, editing, and performance of the plays that established his global standing. Debates over authorship of apocryphal works such as Arden of Faversham, Edward III, Sir Thomas More, and others in this collection have also sharpened modern understanding of collaboration in Renaissance drama and of the porous boundaries of the canon. Yet the securely attributed works remain the foundation of his legacy: they transformed English expressive possibilities and continue to invite reinterpretation in scholarship, theater, education, and translation across cultures and centuries.
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    William Shakespeare’s career unfolded chiefly in the late Elizabethan and early Jacobean periods, roughly from the early 1590s to about 1613, while the histories in his collection look back to medieval and Tudor England and several tragedies reach into classical antiquity and legendary Britain. England during his lifetime was a Protestant kingdom still shaped by the Reformation, governed by a strong monarchy, and increasingly conscious of national identity after decades of dynastic conflict. Theatres became major urban institutions in London, serving mixed audiences of artisans, merchants, lawyers, courtiers, and nobles. This setting helps explain the collection’s range: it combines courtly wit, commercial energy, political anxiety, and recurring questions about order, legitimacy, and change.

Shakespeare was born in Stratford-upon-Avon in 1564, during the reign of Elizabeth I, and his writing reflects the opportunities and pressures of a rapidly expanding London. The city’s population grew markedly in the late sixteenth century, drawing migrants from across England and stimulating commerce, print, and entertainment. Professional playing companies operated within a regulated but vibrant culture, dependent on aristocratic patronage and subject to censorship by the Master of the Revels. Shakespeare became associated with the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, later the King’s Men under James I. That institutional stability gave him a platform to write for repertory performance, which helps explain the adaptability, tonal variety, and strong theatrical awareness visible across the collection.

The collection’s English histories are deeply rooted in Tudor uses of the past. Plays such as King John, Richard II, the Henry IV plays, Henry V, the three parts of Henry VI, Richard III, and Henry VIII dramatize monarchy, rebellion, succession, and civil war. They revisit the crises later grouped as the Wars of the Roses, but they do so from a post-medieval vantage shaped by Tudor state formation. Elizabethan audiences lived under a queen with no direct heir, so questions of deposition, usurpation, and national continuity had current force. These works do not function as neutral chronicles; rather, they reinterpret historical materials to examine the fragility of political authority and the costs of contested rule.

Chronicle history was one of Shakespeare’s principal sources, especially the widely read prose histories of Edward Hall and Raphael Holinshed. These compilations gave dramatists a national past arranged as moral and political narrative, and they circulated in a print culture that increasingly linked reading with public historical consciousness. Shakespeare’s histories therefore stand at the meeting point of theatre and historiography. Richard II and Richard III, for example, transform inherited accounts into studies of image, rhetoric, and legitimacy, while Henry V reflects on kingship and war through the language of national community. The plays’ historical settings are earlier than Shakespeare’s own lifetime, but their concerns belong unmistakably to the political culture of the 1590s and early 1600s.

The religious upheavals of the sixteenth century form an essential background even when explicit confessional debate is muted. Shakespeare wrote in a nation that had broken with Rome, undergone further Protestant reform under Edward VI, reverted briefly to Catholicism under Mary I, and settled into an officially Protestant church under Elizabeth. Open treatment of doctrinal controversy onstage was constrained, yet religious change shaped language, memory, and moral assumptions throughout the works. Hamlet’s references to purgatory, Measure for Measure’s concern with mercy and judgment, and King John’s anti-papal politics all resonate within a culture still negotiating the aftereffects of Reformation. The collection repeatedly explores conscience, ceremony, and authority in ways that reflect this unsettled inheritance.

The comedies emerged from a culture of social mobility, courtly aspiration, and festive custom. In As You Like It, Twelfth Night, Much Ado About Nothing, The Merchant of Venice, and A Midsummer Night’s Dream, inherited hierarchies meet disguises, mistaken identities, negotiations of marriage, and experiments in alternative social space. These patterns draw on older comic traditions, including Plautus, Italian novelle, and English holiday inversion, but they also reflect the realities of a commercializing society in which wealth, status, and reputation were increasingly fluid. Marriage in these plays is not merely romantic closure; it is tied to property, family alliance, and civic order. The comedies thus stage pleasure alongside the practical structures governing gender, kinship, and inheritance.

London’s economic transformation is especially important for plays centered on money, credit, and urban life. The Merchant of Venice reflects the prominence of trade, lending, and maritime risk in a period when England was expanding commercial networks across Europe and beyond. The Merry Wives of Windsor places middle-class domestic society near the center of comic attention, signaling the increasing visibility of prosperous householders in national culture. Measure for Measure and The Comedy of Errors also engage with regulation, exchange, and the pressures of city living. Shakespeare did not describe capitalism in a modern sense, but his plays register an economy in transition, where contracts, mobility, and reputation often shape human relations as strongly as lineage does.

Gender expectations and patriarchal authority are persistent historical forces across the collection. Early modern England was structured by legally and socially enforced distinctions between men and women, with marriage, chastity, obedience, and inheritance carrying major significance. Plays such as The Taming of the Shrew, Much Ado About Nothing, All’s Well That Ends Well, and Othello dramatize the consequences of those norms, while Twelfth Night and As You Like It use cross-dressing to test the boundaries of identity and desire. Because female roles were performed by boys on the public stage, theatrical gender was itself layered and unstable. Shakespeare’s works do not simply reject contemporary structures, but they repeatedly expose the strain between social prescriptions and lived experience.

Several tragedies and later plays are shaped by renewed engagement with classical antiquity, a hallmark of Renaissance humanism. Shakespeare drew on Plutarch for Julius Caesar, Antony and Cleopatra, and Coriolanus, using Roman history to think about republican virtue, military honor, faction, and the psychology of leadership. Humanist grammar-school education emphasized rhetoric, moral exempla, and classical language, and that training is evident in the argumentative power of these plays. Yet Shakespeare’s Rome is not merely an academic revival; it becomes a means of reflecting on his own political world. Debates over civic duty, popular opinion, and personal ambition in the Roman plays could speak compellingly to audiences living under monarchy but increasingly conscious of public political language.

Questions of succession and state security intensified in the final years of Elizabeth I and the early reign of James I. Because Elizabeth left no child, the peaceful accession of James VI of Scotland as James I of England in 1603 was momentous, promising dynastic continuity while raising new issues about the union of kingdoms and the nature of sovereignty. Macbeth, written in the Jacobean period, is closely linked to this context through its Scottish setting, its concern with regicide, and its treatment of lineage and kingship. King Lear, though set in a legendary Britain, similarly examines the consequences of dividing a realm and misreading authority. These works register a culture highly alert to instability at the top of the state.

The Gunpowder Plot of 1605 sharpened fears of conspiracy, treason, and hidden violence, and Jacobean drama often reflects that atmosphere. Macbeth’s obsession with unlawful power, equivocation, and the moral corruption attending regicide belongs to a world newly anxious about attacks on the monarch and the body politic. Hamlet, though probably begun earlier, also speaks powerfully to an age preoccupied with surveillance, uncertainty, and the difficulty of distinguishing inward motive from outward show. Troilus and Cressida and Measure for Measure add to this darker turn by questioning honor, justice, and institutional authority. The collection as a whole therefore tracks not only Shakespeare’s artistic development but also a broader cultural movement from festive confidence toward more skeptical and troubled forms of drama.

Imperial expansion and cross-cultural encounter form another important background, especially in the later works. England’s overseas ventures were still limited compared with Spain’s, but travel writing, colonial projects, and maritime competition increasingly influenced the imaginative world of the stage. Othello addresses military service, foreignness, and racialized difference within a Mediterranean setting shaped by conflict among Christian and Ottoman powers. Antony and Cleopatra places Rome in contact with Egypt, framing empire as both political system and cultural encounter. The Tempest, written near the end of Shakespeare’s career, has often been read in relation to early colonial discourse, shipwreck narratives, and debates about mastery, civility, and possession, even though its island remains a deliberately mixed and theatrical space.

The late plays, including Pericles, Cymbeline, The Winter’s Tale, The Tempest, and The Two Noble Kinsmen, belong to a period when tragicomic forms were gaining prominence on the English stage. These works combine danger, separation, recovery, and reconciliation, often across long spans of time and broad geographies. Their mode reflects changing theatrical tastes under James I, including interest in spectacle, music, and courtly performance. Shakespeare’s company also performed at the indoor Blackfriars theatre, whose conditions favored different effects from the open-air Globe. The result is a body of drama more visibly interested in wonder, forgiveness, and dynastic repair, while still retaining the political and emotional seriousness that marks the earlier tragedies and histories.

Shakespeare’s nondramatic poetry belongs to the same literary marketplace and patronage system that sustained his plays. Venus and Adonis and The Rape of Lucrece were published in the 1590s and dedicated to Henry Wriothesley, Earl of Southampton, during a period when plague closures often interrupted theatrical performance. These narrative poems draw on Ovid and Roman history while displaying the verbal richness prized in elite literary culture. The Sonnets, published in 1609, participate in a long European tradition of sonnet writing shaped by Petrarchan models, though Shakespeare’s sequence often complicates inherited conventions of desire, beauty, rivalry, and time. The poetry shows his engagement with manuscript and print cultures that overlapped with, but differed from, the public theatre.

The textual history of the collection is itself historically significant. During Shakespeare’s lifetime, many plays appeared in quarto editions of varying reliability, while others remained unpublished. In 1623, seven years after his death, fellow actors John Heminges and Henry Condell issued the First Folio, preserving thirty-six plays and helping establish the tripartite grouping of comedies, histories, and tragedies. Without that volume, several major works, including Macbeth, Julius Caesar, Twelfth Night, and The Tempest, might not have survived. The existence of apocryphal plays in later collections reflects the fluid authorship practices of the period, when collaboration was common and publishers sometimes attached Shakespeare’s name to works of uncertain or partial connection.

That fluidity of authorship is important for understanding the broader contents of complete-works collections. Early modern playwriting was often collaborative, and modern scholarship uses linguistic, bibliographical, and documentary evidence to distinguish secure works from disputed ones. The Two Noble Kinsmen is now generally accepted as a collaboration between Shakespeare and John Fletcher, while plays such as Sir Thomas More, King Edward III, and parts of Henry VIII also show evidence of collaboration or partial Shakespearean authorship. By contrast, many apocryphal plays once attributed to him remain doubtful. Including such texts alongside the accepted canon illustrates how Shakespeare’s reputation grew within a theatrical culture that did not value single-author purity in the modern way and where company repertory often mattered more than individual ownership.

After Shakespeare’s death in 1616, his works continued to be reshaped by changing historical conditions. The closing of the theatres in 1642 during the English Civil Wars interrupted stage performance, but the Restoration reopened the repertoire in altered forms, and the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries elevated Shakespeare as a national poet. Editors, actors, and critics reorganized the canon, softened or expanded passages, and interpreted the plays through neoclassical, romantic, imperial, and modern lenses. Today the collection is read both as a product of early modern England and as an archive of continuing debate about monarchy, gender, race, law, commerce, and empire. Its historical power lies in showing how specific past worlds can generate meanings far beyond their original moment.
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    Comedies: early farce and courtship (The Comedy of Errors; The Two Gentlemen of Verona; Love’s Labour’s Lost; The Taming of the Shrew)
These plays center on mistaken identity, rival suitors, disguises, and verbal contests, turning romantic pursuit into a test of wit as much as feeling. Their tone is brisk, playful, and argumentative, showing Shakespeare’s early delight in wordplay, symmetrical plots, and the social theater of courtship.
Comedies: festive worlds and urban wit (A Midsummer Night’s Dream; Much Ado About Nothing; As You Like It; Twelfth Night or, What You Will; The Merry Wives of Windsor)
In these comedies, love is complicated by masquerade, overheard conversation, jealousy, and the liberating disorder of woods, households, and holiday settings. Shakespeare balances enchantment with sharp observation of pride, gender performance, and self-deception, creating works that move easily between lyrical fantasy and everyday comedy.
Comedies: justice, mercy, and unsettled endings (The Merchant of Venice; Measure for Measure; All’s Well That Ends Well)
These plays place romantic plots beside questions of law, obligation, power, and moral judgment, giving their comic resolutions a more searching and ambiguous texture. They are marked by rhetorical intensity and ethical debate, showing Shakespeare’s growing interest in mercy, authority, and the costs of social order.
Comedies and romances: loss, reunion, and wonder (Pericles Prince of Tyre; The Tempest; The Winter’s Tale; The Two Noble Kinsmen)
These later works mix peril, separation, repentance, and renewal, often carrying characters through storms, exile, or ceremonial trials toward tentative restoration. Their tone is broader and more meditative than the earlier comedies, combining pageant-like wonder with reflections on forgiveness, time, and human frailty.
Histories: the making and unmaking of kings (King John; The Tragedy of King Richard the Second; The Tragedy of King Richard III; King Henry the Eighth)
These plays examine contested legitimacy, public ceremony, and the instability of rule, tracing how authority depends on performance, counsel, and force. Shakespeare treats national history as both political drama and psychological study, moving from ceremonial eloquence to urgent maneuvering and moral unease.
Histories: the Henriad and civil conflict (King Henry IV, the First Part; King Henry IV, Second Part; King Henry V; King Henry VI, First Part; King Henry the Sixth, Second Part; King Henry the Sixth, Third Part)
Across these plays, rebellion, succession, war, and factional strife test rulers and subjects alike, while private character and public duty continually collide. The sequence ranges from tavern comedy and princely self-fashioning to bleak depictions of civil breakdown, revealing Shakespeare’s ability to connect national crisis with sharply individualized voices.
Major tragedies: private desire and public catastrophe (Romeo and Juliet; Othello, the Moor of Venice; Macbeth; Hamlet, Prince of Denmark; King Lear; Antony and Cleopatra)
These tragedies follow central figures whose love, ambition, grief, jealousy, or hesitation intensify into crises that engulf families, courts, and states. Shakespeare’s tragic art deepens from passionate momentum to philosophical darkness, combining intimate emotion with recurring concerns about appearance and reality, moral blindness, and the fragility of human order.
Roman and classical tragedies (Julius Caesar; Coriolanus; Timon of Athens; Troilus and Cressida; Titus Andronicus; Cymbeline)
These plays draw on war, republican politics, revenge, and legendary history to explore honor, rhetoric, loyalty, and the violence beneath civic ideals. Their tones vary from austere and political to savage, satirical, or strangely mixed, showing Shakespeare’s willingness to unsettle heroic conventions and test the limits of tragic form.
Apocryphal plays: domestic crime, civic intrigue, and popular romance (Arden of Faversham; A Yorkshire Tragedy; The Lamentable Tragedy of Locrine; The London Prodigal; The Puritaine Widdow; Lord Cromwell; Thomas of Woodstock)
These plays turn to murder, inheritance, household conflict, and public ambition, often presenting social disorder in compact, forceful scenes. Taken together, they reflect many concerns associated with the wider Shakespearean dramatic world: the pressure of status, the volatility of reputation, and the overlap between private wrongdoing and public consequence.
Apocryphal plays: adventure, legend, and mixed modes (Mucedorus the King’s Son of Valentia, and Amadine, the King’s Daughter of Arragon.; Sir John Oldcastle; King Edward the Third; Edmund Ironside; Faire Em; The Merry Devill of Edmonton; A Fairy Tale in Two Acts; The Second Maiden’s Tragedy; Sir Thomas More)
This group ranges across romance, patriotic chronicle, saintly or civic biography, supernatural mischief, and moral trial, often blending comic interludes with high-stakes action. Their variety highlights a theatrical taste for disguise, contested identity, exemplary conduct, and abrupt shifts between broad entertainment and serious ethical pressure.
Poetry: The Sonnets
The sequence examines desire, admiration, time, betrayal, memory, and artistic survival through tightly patterned, argumentative lyrics. Shakespeare’s style here is concentrated and restless, repeatedly turning a thought over from multiple angles while probing the instability of beauty, affection, and self-knowledge.
Poetry: Venus and Adonis; The Rape of Lucrece
These narrative poems rework classical material to explore persuasion, vulnerability, shame, and the consequences of desire in highly elaborated verse. They display Shakespeare’s gift for sensuous description and psychological emphasis, pairing rhetorical richness with a strong interest in how speech and power shape human action.
Poetry: The Passionate Pilgrim; The Phoenix and the Turtle; A Lover’s Complaint
These shorter poems and lyric pieces move between love complaint, paradox, allegory, and elegiac meditation. Together they show Shakespeare experimenting with concentrated forms that dwell on constancy, loss, idealized union, and the gap between emotional experience and the language used to express it.
Life of William Shakespeare: biographical narrative and critical estimate (Preface; I—Parentage and Birth; II—Childhood, Education, and Marriage; III—The Farewell to Stratford; IV—On the London Stage; V.—Early Dramatic Efforts; VI—The First Appeal to the Reading Public; VII—The Sonnets and Their Literary History; VIII—The Borrowed Conceits of the Sonnets; IX—The Patronage of the Earl of Southampton; X—The Supposed Story of Intrigue in the Sonnets; XI—The Development of Dramatic Power; XII—The Practical Affairs of Life; XIII—Maturity of Genius; XIV—The Highest Themes of Tragedy; XV—The Latest Plays; XVI—The Close of Life; XVII—Survivors and Descendants; XVIII—Autographs, Portraits, and Memorials; XIX—Bibliography; XX—Posthumous Reputation; XXI—General Estimate; Appendix)
This prose work traces Shakespeare from family background and early life through the stage career, poems, major dramatic phases, final years, and later reputation, while also assessing evidence, literary influences, and artistic development. Its organizing concern is to relate the life to the body of work without collapsing one into the other, ending in a broad evaluation of Shakespeare’s enduring place in literature and culture.
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By William Shakespeare





  PERSONS REPRESENTED.





  KING OF FRANCE.

  THE DUKE OF FLORENCE.

  BERTRAM, Count of Rousillon.

  LAFEU, an old Lord.

  PAROLLES, a follower of Bertram.

  Several young French Lords, that serve with Bertram in the

  Florentine War.

  Steward, Servant to the Countess of Rousillon.

  Clown, Servant to the Countess of Rousillon.

  A Page, Servant to the Countess of Rousillon.

  COUNTESS OF ROUSILLON, Mother to Bertram.

  HELENA, a Gentlewoman protected by the Countess.

  An old Widow of Florence.

  DIANA, daughter to the Widow.

  VIOLENTA, neighbour and friend to the Widow.

  MARIANA, neighbour and friend to the Widow.

  Lords attending on the KING; Officers; Soldiers, &c., French and

  Florentine.

  SCENE: Partly in France, and partly in Tuscany.





ACT I.




SCENE 1. Rousillon. A room in the COUNTESS’S palace.




  [Enter BERTRAM, the COUNTESS OF ROUSILLON, HELENA, and LAFEU, all in black.]





  COUNTESS.

  In delivering my son from me, I bury a second husband.

  BERTRAM. And I in going, madam, weep o’er my father’s death anew; but I must attend his majesty’s command, to whom I am now in ward, evermore in subjection.





  LAFEU. You shall find of the king a husband, madam;—you, sir, a father: he that so generally is at all times good, must of necessity hold his virtue to you; whose worthiness would stir it up where it wanted, rather than lack it where there is such abundance.





  COUNTESS.

  What hope is there of his majesty’s amendment?

  LAFEU. He hath abandoned his physicians, madam; under whose practices he hath persecuted time with hope; and finds no other advantage in the process but only the losing of hope by time.





  COUNTESS. This young gentlewoman had a father—O, that ‘had!’ how sad a passage ‘tis!—whose skill was almost as great as his honesty; had it stretched so far, would have made nature immortal, and death should have play for lack of work. Would, for the king’s sake, he were living! I think it would be the death of the king’s disease.





  LAFEU.

  How called you the man you speak of, madam?

  COUNTESS. He was famous, sir, in his profession, and it was his great right to be so—Gerard de Narbon.





  LAFEU. He was excellent indeed, madam; the king very lately spoke of him admiringly and mourningly; he was skilful enough to have liv’d still, if knowledge could be set up against mortality.





  BERTRAM.

  What is it, my good lord, the king languishes of?

  LAFEU.

  A fistula, my lord.

  BERTRAM.

  I heard not of it before.

  LAFEU. I would it were not notorious.—Was this gentlewoman the daughter of Gerard de Narbon?





  COUNTESS. His sole child, my lord, and bequeathed to my overlooking. I have those hopes of her good that her education promises; her dispositions she inherits, which makes fair gifts fairer; for where an unclean mind carries virtuous qualities, there commendations go with pity,—they are virtues and traitors too: in her they are the better for their simpleness; she derives her honesty, and achieves her goodness.





  LAFEU.

  Your commendations, madam, get from her tears.

  COUNTESS. ‘Tis the best brine a maiden can season her praise in. The remembrance of her father never approaches her heart but the tyranny of her sorrows takes all livelihood from her cheek. No more of this, Helena,—go to, no more, lest it be rather thought you affect a sorrow than to have.





  HELENA.

  I do affect a sorrow indeed; but I have it too.

  LAFEU. Moderate lamentation is the right of the dead; excessive grief the enemy to the living.





  COUNTESS. If the living be enemy to the grief, the excess makes it soon mortal.





  BERTRAM.

  Madam, I desire your holy wishes.

  LAFEU.

  How understand we that?

  COUNTESS.

  Be thou blest, Bertram, and succeed thy father

  In manners, as in shape! thy blood and virtue

  Contend for empire in thee, and thy goodness

  Share with thy birthright! Love all, trust a few[1q],

  Do wrong to none: be able for thine enemy

  Rather in power than use; and keep thy friend

  Under thy own life’s key: be check’d for silence,

  But never tax’d for speech. What heaven more will,

  That thee may furnish and my prayers pluck down,

  Fall on thy head! Farewell.—My lord,

  ‘Tis an unseason’d courtier; good my lord,

  Advise him.

  LAFEU.

  He cannot want the best

  That shall attend his love.

  COUNTESS.

  Heaven bless him!—Farewell, Bertram.

  [Exit COUNTESS.]





  BERTRAM. The best wishes that can be forg’d in your thoughts [To HELENA.] be servants to you! Be comfortable to my mother, your mistress, and make much of her.





  LAFEU.

  Farewell, pretty lady: you must hold the credit of your father.

  [Exeunt BERTRAM and LAFEU.]





  HELENA.

  O, were that all!—I think not on my father;

  And these great tears grace his remembrance more

  Than those I shed for him. What was he like?

  I have forgot him; my imagination

  Carries no favour in’t but Bertram’s.

  I am undone: there is no living, none,

  If Bertram be away. It were all one

  That I should love a bright particular star,

  And think to wed it, he is so above me:

  In his bright radiance and collateral light

  Must I be comforted, not in his sphere.

  The ambition in my love thus plagues itself:

  The hind that would be mated by the lion

  Must die for love. ‘Twas pretty, though a plague,

  To see him every hour; to sit and draw

  His arched brows, his hawking eye, his curls,

  In our heart’s table,—heart too capable

  Of every line and trick of his sweet favour:

  But now he’s gone, and my idolatrous fancy

  Must sanctify his relics. Who comes here?

  One that goes with him: I love him for his sake;

  And yet I know him a notorious liar,

  Think him a great way fool, solely a coward;

  Yet these fix’d evils sit so fit in him

  That they take place when virtue’s steely bones

  Looks bleak i’ the cold wind: withal, full oft we see

  Cold wisdom waiting on superfluous folly.

  [Enter PAROLLES.]





  PAROLLES.

  Save you, fair queen!

  HELENA.

  And you, monarch!

  PAROLLES.

  No.

  HELENA.

  And no.

  PAROLLES.

  Are you meditating on virginity?

  HELENA. Ay. You have some stain of soldier in you: let me ask you a question. Man is enemy to virginity; how may we barricado it against him?





  PAROLLES.

  Keep him out.

  HELENA. But he assails; and our virginity, though valiant in the defence, yet is weak: unfold to us some warlike resistance.





  PAROLLES. There is none: man, setting down before you, will undermine you and blow you up.





  HELENA. Bless our poor virginity from underminers and blowers-up!—Is there no military policy how virgins might blow up men?





  PAROLLES. Virginity being blown down, man will quicklier be blown up: marry, in blowing him down again, with the breach yourselves made, you lose your city. It is not politic in the commonwealth of nature to preserve virginity. Loss of virginity is rational increase; and there was never virgin got till virginity was first lost. That you were made of is metal to make virgins. Virginity by being once lost may be ten times found; by being ever kept, it is ever lost: ‘tis too cold a companion; away with it!





  HELENA.

  I will stand for ‘t a little, though therefore I die a virgin.

  PAROLLES. There’s little can be said in’t; ‘tis against the rule of nature. To speak on the part of virginity is to accuse your mothers; which is most infallible disobedience. He that hangs himself is a virgin: virginity murders itself; and should be buried in highways, out of all sanctified limit, as a desperate offendress against nature. Virginity breeds mites, much like a cheese; consumes itself to the very paring, and so dies with feeding his own stomach. Besides, virginity is peevish, proud, idle, made of self-love, which is the most inhibited sin in the canon. Keep it not; you cannot choose but lose by’t: out with’t! within ten years it will make itself ten, which is a goodly increase; and the principal itself not much the worse: away with it!





  HELENA.

  How might one do, sir, to lose it to her own liking?

  PAROLLES. Let me see: marry, ill to like him that ne’er it likes. ‘Tis a commodity will lose the gloss with lying; the longer kept, the less worth: off with’t while ‘tis vendible; answer the time of request. Virginity, like an old courtier, wears her cap out of fashion; richly suited, but unsuitable: just like the brooch and the toothpick, which wear not now. Your date is better in your pie and your porridge than in your cheek. And your virginity, your old virginity, is like one of our French withered pears; it looks ill, it eats drily; marry, ‘tis a wither’d pear; it was formerly better; marry, yet ‘tis a wither’d pear. Will you anything with it?





  HELENA.

  Not my virginity yet.

  There shall your master have a thousand loves,

  A mother, and a mistress, and a friend,

  A phoenix, captain, and an enemy,

  A guide, a goddess, and a sovereign,

  A counsellor, a traitress, and a dear:

  His humble ambition, proud humility,

  His jarring concord, and his discord dulcet,

  His faith, his sweet disaster; with a world

  Of pretty, fond, adoptious christendoms,

  That blinking Cupid gossips. Now shall he—

  I know not what he shall:—God send him well!—

  The court’s a learning-place;—and he is one,—

  PAROLLES.

  What one, i’ faith?

  HELENA.

  That I wish well.—‘Tis pity—

  PAROLLES.

  What’s pity?

  HELENA.

  That wishing well had not a body in’t

  Which might be felt; that we, the poorer born,

  Whose baser stars do shut us up in wishes,

  Might with effects of them follow our friends

  And show what we alone must think; which never

  Returns us thanks.

  [Enter a PAGE.]





  PAGE.

  Monsieur Parolles, my lord calls for you.

  [Exit PAGE.]





  PAROLLES. Little Helen, farewell: if I can remember thee, I will think of thee at court.





  HELENA.

  Monsieur Parolles, you were born under a charitable star.

  PAROLLES.

  Under Mars, I.

  HELENA.

  I especially think, under Mars.

  PAROLLES.

  Why under Mars?

  HELENA. The wars hath so kept you under that you must needs be born under Mars.





  PAROLLES.

  When he was predominant.

  HELENA.

  When he was retrograde, I think, rather.

  PAROLLES.

  Why think you so?

  HELENA.

  You go so much backward when you fight.

  PAROLLES.

  That’s for advantage.

  HELENA. So is running away, when fear proposes the safety: but the composition that your valour and fear makes in you is a virtue of a good wing, and I like the wear well.





  PAROLLES. I am so full of business I cannot answer thee acutely. I will return perfect courtier; in the which my instruction shall serve to naturalize thee, so thou wilt be capable of a courtier’s counsel, and understand what advice shall thrust upon thee; else thou diest in thine unthankfulness, and thine ignorance makes thee away: farewell. When thou hast leisure, say thy prayers; when thou hast none, remember thy friends: get thee a good husband, and use him as he uses thee: so, farewell.





  [Exit.]





  HELENA.

  Our remedies oft in ourselves do lie,

  Which we ascribe to heaven: the fated sky

  Gives us free scope; only doth backward pull

  Our slow designs when we ourselves are dull.

  What power is it which mounts my love so high,—

  That makes me see, and cannot feed mine eye?

  The mightiest space in fortune nature brings

  To join like likes, and kiss like native things.

  Impossible be strange attempts to those

  That weigh their pains in sense, and do suppose

  What hath been cannot be: who ever strove

  To show her merit that did miss her love?

  The king’s disease,—my project may deceive me,

  But my intents are fix’d, and will not leave me.

  [Exit.]





SCENE 2. Paris. A room in the King’s palace.




  [Flourish of cornets. Enter the KING OF FRANCE, with letters;

  Lords and others attending.]

  KING.

  The Florentines and Senoys are by the ears;

  Have fought with equal fortune, and continue

  A braving war.

  FIRST LORD.

  So ‘tis reported, sir.

  KING.

  Nay, ‘tis most credible; we here receive it,

  A certainty, vouch’d from our cousin Austria,

  With caution, that the Florentine will move us

  For speedy aid; wherein our dearest friend

  Prejudicates the business, and would seem

  To have us make denial.

  FIRST LORD.

  His love and wisdom,

  Approv’d so to your majesty, may plead

  For amplest credence.

  KING.

  He hath arm’d our answer,

  And Florence is denied before he comes:

  Yet, for our gentlemen that mean to see

  The Tuscan service, freely have they leave

  To stand on either part.

  SECOND LORD.

  It well may serve

  A nursery to our gentry, who are sick

  For breathing and exploit.

  KING.

  What’s he comes here?

  [Enter BERTRAM, LAFEU, and PAROLLES.]





  FIRST LORD.

  It is the Count Rousillon, my good lord,

  Young Bertram.

  KING.

  Youth, thou bear’st thy father’s face;

  Frank nature, rather curious than in haste,

  Hath well compos’d thee. Thy father’s moral parts

  Mayst thou inherit too! Welcome to Paris.

  BERTRAM.

  My thanks and duty are your majesty’s.

  KING.

  I would I had that corporal soundness now,

  As when thy father and myself in friendship

  First tried our soldiership! He did look far

  Into the service of the time, and was

  Discipled of the bravest: he lasted long;

  But on us both did haggish age steal on,

  And wore us out of act. It much repairs me

  To talk of your good father. In his youth

  He had the wit which I can well observe

  To-day in our young lords; but they may jest

  Till their own scorn return to them unnoted,

  Ere they can hide their levity in honour

  So like a courtier: contempt nor bitterness

  Were in his pride or sharpness; if they were,

  His equal had awak’d them; and his honour,

  Clock to itself, knew the true minute when

  Exception bid him speak, and at this time

  His tongue obey’d his hand: who were below him

  He us’d as creatures of another place;

  And bow’d his eminent top to their low ranks,

  Making them proud of his humility,

  In their poor praise he humbled. Such a man

  Might be a copy to these younger times;

  Which, follow’d well, would demonstrate them now

  But goers backward.

  BERTRAM.

  His good remembrance, sir,

  Lies richer in your thoughts than on his tomb;

  So in approof lives not his epitaph

  As in your royal speech.

  KING.

  Would I were with him! He would always say,—

  Methinks I hear him now; his plausive words

  He scatter’d not in ears, but grafted them

  To grow there, and to bear,—‘Let me not live,’—

  This his good melancholy oft began,

  On the catastrophe and heel of pastime,

  When it was out,—‘Let me not live’ quoth he,

  ‘After my flame lacks oil, to be the snuff

  Of younger spirits, whose apprehensive senses

  All but new things disdain; whose judgments are

  Mere fathers of their garments; whose constancies

  Expire before their fashions:’—This he wish’d:

  I, after him, do after him wish too,

  Since I nor wax nor honey can bring home,

  I quickly were dissolved from my hive,

  To give some labourers room.

  SECOND LORD.

  You’re lov’d, sir;

  They that least lend it you shall lack you first.

  KING.

  I fill a place, I know’t.—How long is’t, Count,

  Since the physician at your father’s died?

  He was much fam’d.

  BERTRAM.

  Some six months since, my lord.

  KING.

  If he were living, I would try him yet;—

  Lend me an arm;—the rest have worn me out

  With several applications:—nature and sickness

  Debate it at their leisure. Welcome, count;

  My son’s no dearer.

  BERTRAM.

  Thank your majesty.

  [Exeunt. Flourish.]





SCENE 3. Rousillon. A Room in the Palace.




  [Enter COUNTESS, STEWARD, and CLOWN.]





  COUNTESS.

  I will now hear: what say you of this gentlewoman?

  STEWARD. Madam, the care I have had to even your content, I wish might be found in the calendar of my past endeavours; for then we wound our modesty, and make foul the clearness of our deservings, when of ourselves we publish them.





  COUNTESS. What does this knave here? Get you gone, sirrah: the complaints I have heard of you I do not all believe; ‘tis my slowness that I do not; for I know you lack not folly to commit them, and have ability enough to make such knaveries yours.





  CLOWN.

  ‘Tis not unknown to you, madam, I am a poor fellow.

  COUNTESS.

  Well, sir.

  CLOWN. No, madam, ‘tis not so well that I am poor, though many of the rich are damned: but if I may have your ladyship’s good will to go to the world, Isbel the woman and I will do as we may.





  COUNTESS.

  Wilt thou needs be a beggar?

  CLOWN.

  I do beg your good will in this case.

  COUNTESS.

  In what case?

  CLOWN. In Isbel’s case and mine own. Service is no heritage: and I think I shall never have the blessing of God till I have issue of my body; for they say bairns are blessings.





  COUNTESS.

  Tell me thy reason why thou wilt marry.

  CLOWN. My poor body, madam, requires it: I am driven on by the flesh; and he must needs go that the devil drives.





  COUNTESS.

  Is this all your worship’s reason?

  CLOWN.

  Faith, madam, I have other holy reasons, such as they are.

  COUNTESS.

  May the world know them?

  CLOWN. I have been, madam, a wicked creature, as you and all flesh and blood are; and, indeed, I do marry that I may repent.





  COUNTESS.

  Thy marriage, sooner than thy wickedness.

  CLOWN. I am out of friends, madam, and I hope to have friends for my wife’s sake.





  COUNTESS.

  Such friends are thine enemies, knave.

  CLOWN. Y’are shallow, madam, in great friends: for the knaves come to do that for me which I am a-weary of. He that ears my land spares my team, and gives me leave to in the crop: if I be his cuckold, he’s my drudge: he that comforts my wife is the cherisher of my flesh and blood; he that cherishes my flesh and blood loves my flesh and blood; he that loves my flesh and blood is my friend; ergo, he that kisses my wife is my friend. If men could be contented to be what they are, there were no fear in marriage; for young Charbon the puritan and old Poysam the papist, howsome’er their hearts are severed in religion, their heads are both one; they may joll horns together like any deer i’ the herd.





  COUNTESS.

  Wilt thou ever be a foul-mouth’d and calumnious knave?

  CLOWN.

  A prophet I, madam; and I speak the truth the next way:

  For I the ballad will repeat,

  Which men full true shall find;

  Your marriage comes by destiny,

  Your cuckoo sings by kind.

  COUNTESS.

  Get you gone, sir; I’ll talk with you more anon.

  STEWARD. May it please you, madam, that he bid Helen come to you; of her I am to speak.





  COUNTESS.

  Sirrah, tell my gentlewoman I would speak with her; Helen I mean.

  CLOWN.

  [Sings.]

  Was this fair face the cause, quoth she

  Why the Grecians sacked Troy?

  Fond done, done fond,

  Was this King Priam’s joy?

  With that she sighed as she stood,

  With that she sighed as she stood,

  And gave this sentence then:—

  Among nine bad if one be good,

  Among nine bad if one be good,

  There’s yet one good in ten.

  COUNTESS.

  What, one good in ten? you corrupt the song, sirrah.

  CLOWN. One good woman in ten, madam, which is a purifying o’ the song: would God would serve the world so all the year! we’d find no fault with the tithe-woman, if I were the parson: one in ten, quoth ‘a! an we might have a good woman born before every blazing star, or at an earthquake, ‘twould mend the lottery well: a man may draw his heart out ere he pluck one.





  COUNTESS.

  You’ll be gone, sir knave, and do as I command you!

  CLOWN. That man should be at woman’s command, and yet no hurt done!— Though honesty be no puritan, yet it will do no hurt; it will wear the surplice of humility over the black gown of a big heart.—I am going, forsooth:the business is for Helen to come hither.





  [Exit.]





  COUNTESS.

  Well, now.

  STEWARD.

  I know, madam, you love your gentlewoman entirely.

  COUNTESS. Faith I do: her father bequeathed her to me; and she herself, without other advantage, may lawfully make title to as much love as she finds: there is more owing her than is paid; and more shall be paid her than she’ll demand.





  STEWARD. Madam, I was very late more near her than I think she wished me: alone she was, and did communicate to herself her own words to her own ears; she thought, I dare vow for her, they touched not any stranger sense. Her matter was, she loved your son: Fortune, she said, was no goddess, that had put such difference betwixt their two estates; Love no god, that would not extend his might only where qualities were level; Diana no queen of virgins, that would suffer her poor knight surprise, without rescue in the first assault, or ransom afterward. This she delivered in the most bitter touch of sorrow that e’er I heard virgin exclaim in; which I held my duty speedily to acquaint you withal; sithence, in the loss that may happen, it concerns you something to know it.





  COUNTESS. You have discharged this honestly; keep it to yourself; many likelihoods informed me of this before, which hung so tottering in the balance that I could neither believe nor misdoubt. Pray you leave me: stall this in your bosom; and I thank you for your honest care: I will speak with you further anon.





  [Exit STEWARD.]





  Even so it was with me when I was young:

  If ever we are nature’s, these are ours; this thorn

  Doth to our rose of youth rightly belong;

  Our blood to us, this to our blood is born;

  It is the show and seal of nature’s truth,

  Where love’s strong passion is impress’d in youth:

  By our remembrances of days foregone,

  Such were our faults:—or then we thought them none.

  [Enter HELENA.]





  Her eye is sick on’t;—I observe her now.





  HELENA.

  What is your pleasure, madam?

  COUNTESS.

  You know, Helen,

  I am a mother to you.

  HELENA.

  Mine honourable mistress.

  COUNTESS.

  Nay, a mother.

  Why not a mother? When I said a mother,

  Methought you saw a serpent: what’s in mother,

  That you start at it? I say I am your mother;

  And put you in the catalogue of those

  That were enwombed mine. ‘Tis often seen

  Adoption strives with nature; and choice breeds

  A native slip to us from foreign seeds:

  You ne’er oppress’d me with a mother’s groan,

  Yet I express to you a mother’s care:—

  God’s mercy, maiden! does it curd thy blood

  To say I am thy mother? What’s the matter,

  That this distemper’d messenger of wet,

  The many-colour’d iris, rounds thine eye?

  Why,—that you are my daughter?

  HELENA.

  That I am not.

  COUNTESS.

  I say, I am your mother.

  HELENA.

  Pardon, madam;

  The Count Rousillon cannot be my brother:

  I am from humble, he from honour’d name;

  No note upon my parents, his all noble;

  My master, my dear lord he is; and I

  His servant live, and will his vassal die:

  He must not be my brother.

  COUNTESS.

  Nor I your mother?

  HELENA.

  You are my mother, madam; would you were,—

  So that my lord your son were not my brother,—

  Indeed my mother!—or were you both our mothers,

  I care no more for than I do for heaven,

  So I were not his sister. Can’t no other,

  But, I your daughter, he must be my brother?

  COUNTESS.

  Yes, Helen, you might be my daughter-in-law:

  God shield you mean it not! daughter and mother

  So strive upon your pulse. What! pale again?

  My fear hath catch’d your fondness: now I see

  The mystery of your loneliness, and find

  Your salt tears’ head. Now to all sense ‘tis gross

  You love my son; invention is asham’d,

  Against the proclamation of thy passion,

  To say thou dost not: therefore tell me true;

  But tell me then, ‘tis so;—for, look, thy cheeks

  Confess it, one to the other; and thine eyes

  See it so grossly shown in thy behaviours,

  That in their kind they speak it; only sin

  And hellish obstinacy tie thy tongue,

  That truth should be suspected. Speak, is’t so?

  If it be so, you have wound a goodly clue;

  If it be not, forswear’t: howe’er, I charge thee,

  As heaven shall work in me for thine avail,

  To tell me truly.

  HELENA.

  Good madam, pardon me!

  COUNTESS.

  Do you love my son?

  HELENA.

  Your pardon, noble mistress!

  COUNTESS.

  Love you my son?

  HELENA.

  Do not you love him, madam?

  COUNTESS.

  Go not about; my love hath in’t a bond

  Whereof the world takes note: come, come, disclose

  The state of your affection; for your passions

  Have to the full appeach’d.

  HELENA.

  Then I confess,

  Here on my knee, before high heaven and you,

  That before you, and next unto high heaven,

  I love your son:—

  My friends were poor, but honest; so’s my love:

  Be not offended; for it hurts not him

  That he is lov’d of me: I follow him not

  By any token of presumptuous suit;

  Nor would I have him till I do deserve him;

  Yet never know how that desert should be.

  I know I love in vain, strive against hope;

  Yet in this captious and intenible sieve

  I still pour in the waters of my love,

  And lack not to lose still: thus, Indian-like,

  Religious in mine error, I adore

  The sun, that looks upon his worshipper,

  But knows of him no more. My dearest madam,

  Let not your hate encounter with my love,

  For loving where you do; but if yourself,

  Whose aged honour cites a virtuous youth,

  Did ever, in so true a flame of liking,

  Wish chastely, and love dearly, that your Dian

  Was both herself and love; O, then, give pity

  To her whose state is such that cannot choose

  But lend and give where she is sure to lose;

  That seeks not to find that her search implies,

  But, riddle-like, lives sweetly where she dies!

  COUNTESS.

  Had you not lately an intent,—speak truly,—

  To go to Paris?

  HELENA.

  Madam, I had.

  COUNTESS.

  Wherefore? tell true.

  HELENA.

  I will tell truth; by grace itself I swear.

  You know my father left me some prescriptions

  Of rare and prov’d effects, such as his reading

  And manifest experience had collected

  For general sovereignty; and that he will’d me

  In heedfullest reservation to bestow them,

  As notes whose faculties inclusive were

  More than they were in note: amongst the rest

  There is a remedy, approv’d, set down,

  To cure the desperate languishings whereof

  The king is render’d lost.

  COUNTESS.

  This was your motive

  For Paris, was it? speak.

  HELENA.

  My lord your son made me to think of this;

  Else Paris, and the medicine, and the king,

  Had from the conversation of my thoughts

  Haply been absent then.

  COUNTESS.

  But think you, Helen,

  If you should tender your supposed aid,

  He would receive it? He and his physicians

  Are of a mind; he, that they cannot help him;

  They, that they cannot help: how shall they credit

  A poor unlearned virgin, when the schools,

  Embowell’d of their doctrine, have let off

  The danger to itself?

  HELENA.

  There’s something in’t

  More than my father’s skill, which was the greatest

  Of his profession, that his good receipt

  Shall, for my legacy, be sanctified

  By th’ luckiest stars in heaven: and, would your honour

  But give me leave to try success, I’d venture

  The well-lost life of mine on his grace’s cure.

  By such a day and hour.

  COUNTESS.

  Dost thou believe’t?

  HELENA.

  Ay, madam, knowingly.

  COUNTESS.

  Why, Helen, thou shalt have my leave, and love,

  Means, and attendants, and my loving greetings

  To those of mine in court: I’ll stay at home,

  And pray God’s blessing into thy attempt:

  Be gone tomorrow; and be sure of this,

  What I can help thee to thou shalt not miss.

  [Exeunt.]





ACT II.




SCENE 1. Paris. A room in the King’s palace.




  [Flourish. Enter the King, with young LORDS taking leave for the

  Florentine war; BERTRAM, PAROLLES, and Attendants.]

  KING.

  Farewell, young lord; these warlike principles

  Do not throw from you:—and you, my lord, farewell;—

  Share the advice betwixt you; if both gain all,

  The gift doth stretch itself as ‘tis received,

  And is enough for both.

  FIRST LORD.

  It is our hope, sir,

  After well-enter’d soldiers, to return

  And find your grace in health.

  KING.

  No, no, it cannot be; and yet my heart

  Will not confess he owes the malady

  That doth my life besiege. Farewell, young lords;

  Whether I live or die, be you the sons

  Of worthy Frenchmen; let higher Italy,—

  Those bated that inherit but the fall

  Of the last monarchy,—see that you come

  Not to woo honour, but to wed it; when

  The bravest questant shrinks, find what you seek,

  That fame may cry you aloud: I say farewell.

  SECOND LORD.

  Health, at your bidding, serve your majesty!

  KING.

  Those girls of Italy, take heed of them;

  They say our French lack language to deny,

  If they demand: beware of being captives

  Before you serve.

  BOTH.

  Our hearts receive your warnings.

  KING.

  Farewell.—Come hither to me.

  [The king retires to a couch.]





  FIRST LORD.

  O my sweet lord, that you will stay behind us!

  PAROLLES.

  ‘Tis not his fault; the spark—

  SECOND LORD.

  O, ‘tis brave wars!

  PAROLLES.

  Most admirable: I have seen those wars.

  BERTRAM.

  I am commanded here and kept a coil with,

  ‘Too young’ and next year’ and ”tis too early.’

  PAROLLES.

  An thy mind stand to it, boy, steal away bravely.

  BERTRAM.

  I shall stay here the forehorse to a smock,

  Creaking my shoes on the plain masonry,

  Till honour be bought up, and no sword worn

  But one to dance with! By heaven, I’ll steal away.

  FIRST LORD.

  There’s honour in the theft.

  PAROLLES.

  Commit it, count.

  SECOND LORD.

  I am your accessary; and so farewell.

  BERTRAM.

  I grow to you, and our parting is a tortured body.

  FIRST LORD.

  Farewell, captain.

  SECOND LORD.

  Sweet Monsieur Parolles!

  PAROLLES. Noble heroes, my sword and yours are kin. Good sparks and lustrous, a word, good metals.—You shall find in the regiment of the Spinii one Captain Spurio, with his cicatrice, an emblem of war, here on his sinister cheek; it was this very sword entrenched it: say to him I live; and observe his reports for me.





  FIRST LORD.

  We shall, noble captain.

  PAROLLES.

  Mars dote on you for his novices!

  [Exeunt LORDS.]





  What will ye do?





  BERTRAM.

  Stay; the king—

  PAROLLES. Use a more spacious ceremony to the noble lords; you have restrained yourself within the list of too cold an adieu: be more expressive to them; for they wear themselves in the cap of the time; there do muster true gait; eat, speak, and move, under the influence of the most received star; and though the devil lead the measure, such are to be followed: after them, and take a more dilated farewell.





  BERTRAM.

  And I will do so.

  PAROLLES.

  Worthy fellows; and like to prove most sinewy sword-men.

  [Exeunt BERTRAM and PAROLLES.]





  [Enter LAFEU.]





  LAFEU.

  Pardon, my lord [kneeling], for me and for my tidings.

  KING.

  I’ll fee thee to stand up.

  LAFEU.

  Then here’s a man stands that has bought his pardon.

  I would you had kneel’d, my lord, to ask me mercy;

  And that at my bidding you could so stand up.

  KING.

  I would I had; so I had broke thy pate,

  And ask’d thee mercy for’t.

  LAFEU.

  Good faith, across;

  But, my good lord, ‘tis thus: will you be cured

  Of your infirmity?

  KING.

  No.

  LAFEU.

  O, will you eat

  No grapes, my royal fox? yes, but you will

  My noble grapes, and if my royal fox

  Could reach them: I have seen a medicine

  That’s able to breathe life into a stone,

  Quicken a rock, and make you dance canary

  With spritely fire and motion; whose simple touch

  Is powerful to araise King Pipin, nay,

  To give great Charlemain a pen in his hand

  And write to her a loveline.

  KING.

  What ‘her’ is that?

  LAFEU.

  Why, doctor ‘she’: my lord, there’s one arriv’d,

  If you will see her,—now, by my faith and honour,

  If seriously I may convey my thoughts

  In this my light deliverance, I have spoke

  With one that in her sex, her years, profession,

  Wisdom, and constancy, hath amaz’d me more

  Than I dare blame my weakness: will you see her,—

  For that is her demand,—and know her business?

  That done, laugh well at me.

  KING.

  Now, good Lafeu,

  Bring in the admiration; that we with the

  May spend our wonder too, or take off thine

  By wondering how thou took’st it.

  LAFEU.

  Nay, I’ll fit you,

  And not be all day neither.

  [Exit LAFEU.]





  KING.

  Thus he his special nothing ever prologues.

  [Re-enter LAFEU with HELENA.]





  LAFEU.

  Nay, come your ways.

  KING.

  This haste hath wings indeed.

  LAFEU.

  Nay, come your ways;

  This is his majesty: say your mind to him.

  A traitor you do look like; but such traitors

  His majesty seldom fears: I am Cressid’s uncle,

  That dare leave two together
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