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MTRODUC T ION

One of the most e ffe c t iv e  methods of studying 
any writer is to read hi3 works in the order in which 
they were written. Custom in litera ry  h istory sanctions 
the practice of studying an author period by period.
When a litera ry  a rt is t  has worked at his c ra ft  fo r  a l i f e 
time, scholars find i t  conventional to analyze the mas
te r ’ s work into convenient groups or units f o r  detailed 
study. This process affords c r it ic s  the opportunity o f 
tracing more clearly  the gradual growth of the poet’ s 
mind from one production to another. In English letters 
this has been the accepted practice fo r  Chaucer, with his 
French, Ita lian , and English periods, as well as fo r  Spen

ser, fo r  Milton, fo r  Dryden, fo r  Pope, fo r  Wordsworth, fo r  
most Romantic poets, fo r  Browning, and fo r  Tennyson, to 
mention only the major poets. Also the academic practice 
of dividing Shakespeare’ s dramatic works into several pe
riods is a helpful device in the study of his development 
both as an a r t is t  and a dramatist.^-

While reading and studying a l l  o f Shakespeare's

•̂Edward Dowden, Shakspere (New York: American 
Book Co., 1877), p. 32: Concerning this point, Dowden has 
said, "We thus learn something about their orig in , their 
connection with one another, and their relation to the 
mind of their creator, as that mind passed from its  early 
promise to the rich maturity and fu lfilm en t."



plays in their conjectural chronological order several 
years ago, i t  was observed that most scholars of a l l  of 
Shakespeare’ s plays use 3ome schematic form of division 
fo r  discussion of or commentary on Shakespeare’ s entire 
work. Whenever the tota l unit is too cumbersome fo r  de
ta iled  study of the entire work as a whole, i t  becomes 

expedient to d ivide. Now these divisions should be based 
upon differences or contrast. Hence the student, upon 
analysis, perceives these differences or changing trends 
and he u tilizes  them as the basis of d iv ision . The 
Shakespearean scholar has been observed applying this 
practice . Most commentators and c r it ic s  who have treated 
Shakespeare’ s work in its  entirety have done precisely  
th is .

The purpose of this thesis is to ascertain whether
*

the major c r it ic s  have come to any appreciable uniformity 
in their division of Shakespeare’ s plays into periods.
The preliminary survey of these divisions or analyses 
pointed to larger areas of agreement than those of d is 
agreement. The present author was convinced that these 
agreements were easy to determine, but some further in

vestigation of only apparent disagreements between c r i t 
ics and commentators was necessary to observe that the 
d ifferen tiation  lay in the fa c t  that the agreements were 
real, the disagreements were often only verbal. The

2
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problem of discovering whether the basic pattern of 
Shakespeare’ s periods of dramatic a rt, proposed by recent 
scholarship, emerges with a common agreement is the bur
den o f this thesis. This problem in literary  history 
w ill be to enumerate the postulates or assumptions o f the 
problem, to estimate the value o f the present practice of 
Shakespearean scholars, to investigate the agreements in 
basic patterns of Shakespeare’ s periods and to account 
fo r  d ifferen ces, to state the conclusions emerging from 
the c r i t i c s  and commentators studied.



CHAPTER I

THE PROBLEMS OP AUTHENTICITY AND CHRONOLOGY

Two problems, preliminary to the one regarding 
Shakespeare’ s d ivision  o f his dramatic art into periods, 
are those of authenticity and chronology. By authentic
ity  is meant that the plays o f the P irst P olio  substan
t ia lly  trace their genuine origin or authority from the 
hand of William Shakespeare. Prom this genuineness stems 
chronology, the science which treats of determining the 
order of Shakespeare’ s plays, and assigns each play to 
their proper dates.

The intensive study of any litera ry  a rtis t  would 
be p rofitless  unless the conclusions o f the problem of 
genuinity were as indisputable as scholarship can make i t .  
The immediate importance of authenticity is se lf-ev id en t 

from the fa c t  that whatever is deemed non-Shakespeare an 
is irrelevant to this thesis . Many theories, of course, 
have been advanced by the d isin tegration ists who attack
the traditional canon of genuinity in an attempt to deny/
to William Shakespeare the works that go under his name. 
The ch ief attacks upon the genuinity of the Shakespearean 

canon have been adequately refuted by Sir Edmund K. Cham
bers in his B ritish  Academy lectu re, The Disintegration
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of Shakespeare, 1 and again in his monumental work,

William Shakespeare: A Study of Facts and Problems,2

Upon the authority of the t it le  page o f the 
th irty -s ix  plays in the F irst Folio  rests the canon of 
Shakespeare’ s plays. Two other plays P e r ic le s , which ap
pears in the Third Folio edition  of 1663-4, and The Two 
Noble Kinsmen are regarded as most probably the work of 
Shakespeare in part. Deference to the integrity of John 
Heminge and Henry Condell, the publishers of the First 

F o lio , to due "ju stice  to a fellow  actor" cannot be de
nied. Added verifica tion  to lend authenticity to the 
F olio  is supplied from the contemporary references of 
Francis Meres in his Palladia Tamina of 1598, John Weever, 
Ben Jonson, and the Revels Account of 1604-5.3 Therefore
were the authority of the Folio to be challenged, i t

*
would be upon internal and not external evidence.

The various areas of attack by the disintegra- 
tion ists of the canon are collaboration , revision , 
abridgement, style and meter, cutting, orthographic

1E. K. Chambers, "The D isintegration of Shake
speare," Proceedings of the B ritish  Academy (London: Ox
ford University Press, 1926), XI, 89-109.

. K. Cham be rs , William Shakespeare; A Study of 
Facts and Problems (Oxford; Clarendon Press, 1930).

5I b i d . , I ,  205-07 .
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vagueness, and censorship.^-

I t  need not he a surprising fa c t  i f  Shakespeare 
occasionally had a collaborator, as collaboration was a 
fa ir ly  common Elizabethan p ra c t ice .1 2 *

Revision by an orig in a l author or  another play
wright hardly seems feasib le  since i t  would involve the 
tedious task of a lin e-by-lin e  rewriting. There is no 
evidence as dramatic records go to substantiate any wide
spread form of s t y l is t ic  revision . The amount of work 
entailed in a lin e -by -lin e  revision of an older play does 
not seem proportionate to any remuneration to the play
wright as witnessed by an Elizabethan audience or dra
matic company.^

Charges that court and provincial performances 
necessitated abridgement are without su ffic ie n t  grounds.4

1Ib id ., I ,  208-09: Chambers states hypotheses of 
the d isin tegration ists su ccin ctly , " I t  is at present held 
by many students, and with varying degrees of stress on 
d ifferen t issues, that the Quarto and Folio texts have of
ten been altered or abridged by other hands than Shake
speare’ s ; that he revised his plays, with the resu lt that 
variant texts, and even a single text, may contain frag
ments or d iffe ren t recensions; that he also revised the 
work both of predecessors and contemporaries, whose w rit
ing remains entangled with his in the texts. There are 
certain practices of Elizabethan dramaturgy, which have 
helped to create a prepossession in favor of such 121601163."

2Ib id . , I , 209-10.
5Ib id . , I , 213-14.
4I b i d . , I ,  214 -15 .
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Shakespeare has been accused of merely rewriting. 
I t  is true Shakespeare drew his plots mainly from various 
sources both d irect and remote. Sven the h is to r ica l facts 
as furnished by Holinshed and Plutarch are free ly  adapted 
by Shakespeare fo r  his own dramatic purposes. The d is 
parity of the various styles within the plays does not 
confirm the protest of some disintegration ists that 

Shakespeare so le ly  re-fashioned old plays.^

The basis f o r  3oue d isb e lie fs  of authenticity are 
derived from the perplexing variations of style which had 
largely  been due to the imperfect knov/ledge of any chrono
lo g ica l order. Style is dependent upon external evidence. 
A c r i t ic  cannot very well determine the characteristics 
of an individual writer except from works o f which his 
authorship i3 already acknowledged. Style i f  analyzed 
must make allowances fo r  i t s  gradual evolution which is

Îb id . ,  I , 216, 219: Towards Mr. Robertson, and 
others, who propound theories of disintegration  of Shake
speare’ s text, Chambers makes these two lucid statements.
"I doubt whether many c r it ic s  think that Shakespeare went 
on dressing up alien  plays well into hi3 mid career, even 
i f  they believe him to have had a fancy fo r  rewriting his 
own work. . . . After a l l ,  we have read the plays fo r  
ourselves, and have learnt to recognize in them, through 
a l l  their d iv ers it ie s , a continuous personality, of which 
style is only one aspect. A single mind and a single 
hand dominate them. They are 1he outcome of one man’ s 
c r it ic a l  reactions to l i f e ,  which make the s tu ff of comedy, 
and of one man’ s emotional reactions to l i f e ,  which may be 
the stu ff of tragedy. Something must be wrong with the 
methods which have led to such devastating conclusions."
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dependent upon influences, experiments, the various in 
terests and temperament given to the adaption to subject 
matter. At any given place the a r t is t  may become bored, 
hasty, or even careless, hence the style continuity is 
l o s t .1

Metrical tests and tables, when used in their 
proper medium, can be a helpful device. Often in the 
hands of d is in tegra tion ists , however, i t  becomes a fa l la 
cious step leading to utter chaos.1 2

"Cutting" was, according to the records, a the
a tr ica l practice. That Shakespeare’ s plays were not im
mune to cutting is evidenced by a comparison of a "good" 
with a "bad" quarto, and sim ilarly  by some of the omis
sions in the F irst Folio as compared with a "good" quarto 
o f parallel texts. Obviously some lines were cut to

1Ib ld . , I , 221: "Writers acquire d iffe ren t habits 
of verse manipulation, and many, like Shakespeare, follow  
d ifferen t habits at d iffe ren t stages of their development."

2Ib id ., I , 221: "Many metrical variations can be 
expressed in s ta t is t ic s ,  but not a l l ,  and not the in ter
play of variations upon which the resultant rhythmical 
e f fe c t  largely depends. M etrical analysis requires ample 
space, i f  i t  is to be s ig n ifica n t, since a rhythmical 
habit is it s e lf  varied according to subject matter, and 
these variations only average out over long stretches of 
verse. Comparative figures fo r  complete plays, perhaps 
fo r  complete acts, may be of value, but not fo r  single 
scenes, and s t i l l  less fo r  single speeches. The method 
had proved useful in dividing the results of eollabora- 
t i on."
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prevent the exceeding o f normal time lim its where a par
ticu lar scene or speech might drag.1

As to orthographic vagueness there is nothing to 
confirm nor to refute. Elizabethans were notoriously 
poor spellers even with regard to th eir own proper names. 
I f  there are sections o f a play where the spelling is not 
consistent with another section , the only conclusion to

Ohe drawn is that they were done at a d iffe ren t s it t in g .

Whenever unpatriotic sentiment or socia l and po
l i t i c a l  cr iticism  would appear and r e f le c t  unfavorably 
against the government, a certain amount of censorship 
might be expected within the texts. The Acts of Abuses 
were legal measures taken against excessive profanity in 
written m aterial. However towards a ll  censorship there

^Ibid. , I , 231, 235: D ifferin g  with Professor 
John Dover Wilson on alternative explanations of "cu ts ,” 
Chambers writes, MBut did Shakespeare sometimes write 
down in it ia l  entries before he had thought out the dia
logue, and omit through carelessness to correct them by 
eliminating characters fo r  whom he had found nothing to 
say, and ought to have found something to say, i f  they 
were to be on the stage at a l l ? w In summing up on cuts 
or abridgements Chambers further says, "That most of the 
texts have undergone some adaptation fo r  theatrica l pur
poses is  obvious. Here again, I do not believe in any 
substantial rew riting. There has c lea rly  been some 
shortening, and although the existence o f alternative 
versions sometimes makes i t  possible to restore the 
omitted passages, this is not so f o r  a l l  the plays. 
Whether Shakespeare himself exercised any d iscretion  as 
to the cuts we cannot t e l l ;  they are not a l l  equally 
ju d ic iou s ."

2I b i d . , I ,  232.
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appears to have "been a mild, and very limited applica
t io n .* 1

I t  is evident that Shakespeare was susceptible to 
the f ia i l t i e s  of man. Moods of depression incompatible 
with concentration would often lessen the superior quality 
of his dramatic work. Anachronisms found within Shake
speare’ s texts might be caused by periods of personal 

sorrow or disillusionm ent. Such inconsistencies of time, 
action , and characterization often pass unnoticed upon 
the boards.2

1Ib id . ,  I ,  238.
oIb id . , I ,  234-35: In summation Chambers con

cludes, '’ Internal evidence makes i t  necessary to accom
pany a general acceptance of the traditional Shake
spearean canon with certain q u a lifica tion s , which may be 
set out in summary form. Collaboration must be admitted 
in Henry VIII and probably in Taming o f the Shrew, as 
well as in the uncanonieal Pericles and. Two HobieT Kins
men, and possibly in Edward I I I . Of replacement of the 
work of a collaborator, which figures in some of the 
speculations of Pleay, and was presumably suggested by 
Ben Jonson's treatment of Se janus, there is no sign.
Apart from the touching-up of Titus Andronicus, which 
rests primarily on external evidence, and the insertion 
of two late scenes into the heterogeneous structure of
1 Henry V I, there is nothing substantial which points 
to the dressing-up of alien  plays. Some afterthoughts 
written into Love’ s Labor’ s Lost, Romeo and J u lie t ,
Julius Caesar, and Troilu3 and Cressida are revealed by 
fa ilu res to delete the orig in a l wordings. Mislineations 
in The Shrew and Timon of Athens may indicate others.
But such alterations are no proof o f  complete rewriting, 
and fo r  this the evidence is of the scan tiest. An excep
tion may be made f o r  Midsummer Hight’ s Dream, which looks 
as i f  i t  had been converted from a wedding entertainment 
into a play fo r  the public stage, by some changes in the
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With the authenticity o f  the Shakespearean canon 
reasonably established, the next procedure is to assign 
to Shakespeare’ s plays the order in which they were w rit

ten and a date approximating its  composition. Chronology 
forms the sole basis f o r  any intensive study of Shake
speare’ s dramatic growth from one production to another.

Edmond Malone, in the Samuel Johnson and George 
Stevens’ ten volume edition  of Shakespeare’ s works of 
1778, was the f i r s t  scholar to attempt any order of 

chronology within Shakespeare’ s plays. In the preface 
the learned Dr. Johnson says:

I t  is not pretended that a regular scale of 
gradual improvement is  here presented to the pub- 
l ic k , or that i f  even Shakespeare himself had le f t  
us a chronological l i s t  of his dramas, i t  would ex
h ib it  such a sca le . A ll that is meant, is , that 
as his knowledge increased, and as he became more 
conversant with the stage and l i f e ,  his performances 
in general were written more happily and with greater 
art. That however favoured by nature, he could only 
impart what he had learned, and as he must increase 
his ideas, like  other Mortals, by gradual acquisition, 
he like them, grew wiser as he grew older, could

la s t  act and the provision o f  an alternative ending.
Some passages in 2,5 Henry VI may owe their orig in  to a 
revival. We know, again on external evidence, that a 
line not now found in Julius Caesar met with criticism  
from Jonson. I t  would be absurd to lay down categori
ca lly  that there has been no touching-up anywhere e lse . 
But that the great majority of the plays are Shakespeare's 
from beginning to end, and that broadly speaking, when he 
had once written them, he l e f t  them alone, I fe e l  l i t t l e  
doubt. These are propositions which, so fa r , d is in te 
grating cr itic ism  has entirely  fa iled  to shake.”
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display l i fe  better as he knew i t  more, and in 
struct with more e ffica cy , as he himself more 
amply instructed.1

I f  the dates here assigned to our author’ s 
plays should not, in every instance bring with 
them conviction of their propriety, le t  i t  be 
remembered, that this is a subject on which con
v iction  cannot at this day be obtained: and that 
the observations now submitted to the pub lick , 
do not pretend to any higher t i t le  than that of 
an attempt to ascertain the chronology of the 
dramas of Shakespeare. Should the errors and 
deficiences of this essay invite others to 
deeper and more successfu l researches, the end 
proposed by i t  w ill be attained: and he who o f 
fers the present arrangement of Shakespeare’ s 
dramas, w ill be happy to transfer the slender 
portion of cred it that may result from the 
novelty of this undertaking, to some future 
claimant, who may be supplied with ample ma
te r ia ls , and endued with a superior degree 
of antiquarian sagacity.

To some, he is  not unapprized, this en
quiry w ill appear a tedious and barren specu
lation but there are many, i t  is hoped, who 
think nothing that relates to the brightest 
ornament of the English nation, wholly unin
teresting; who w ill be g ra tified  by observing, 
how the genius of our great poet gradually ex
panded it s e lf  t i l l ,  like his own A riel, i t  
flamed amazement in every quarter, blazing 
forth  with a lus ture that has not hitherto 
been equalled, and perhaps never to be sur
passed.2

Although over one hundred and seventy years have 
elapsed since Malone’ s f i r s t  conjectural chronology,

1

scholarly research now finds that Malone’ s f i r s t  attempt

■̂Samuel Johnson and George Stevens (e d .) , The 
Plays o f William Shakespeare (London!: C. Bathurst, 1778),
I , 270-71.

2 I b i d . ,  I ,  346 -48 .
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at chronology was perfectly  accurate f o r  over two-thirds 

of the p la ys .1

This working order in chronology, based upon both 
external and internal evidence, is not absolute but con
jectu ra l. By external evidence terminal dates can he es
tablished fo r  most of Shakespeare’ s plays. The common 
sources fo r  determining these dates are entries in the 
Stationers’ Register, which gives precise dates, or the 
date o f publication, which only gives the year. Dates 
fo r  some of Shakespeare’ s plays can be ascertained from 
contemporary books or documents. Francis Meres l is t s  

twelve plays of Shakespeare in his Palladis Tamia of *

^Alexander Schmidt, Shakespeare-Lexicon: A Com
plete Dictionary of A ll the English Words, Phrases, and 
Constructions in the Works of the Poet, ed. Gregor Sar- 
razin (3rd ed.;  B erlin : Greorg Reimer, 1902), I , x i i i :
A ll abbreviations used .in this IK, are from the a fore
mentioned reference. The order is Malone's with his 
dates of the plays. The dates in parentheses are those 
of E. K. Chambers. T it . ,  1589 (1593-94); DLL., 1591 
(1594-95); H6A., 159l"Tl591-92); H6B. , 159TT1590-91);
H6C., 1592 TTB'90-91); Per., 1592 I l6 0 8 -0 9 ); Gent. , 1593 
T1594-95); Wint. , 1594T1610-11); Mids . , 1595T1595-96) ; 
Rom., 159511594-95); E rr., 1596 (1592-93); Hml., 1596 
TT600-01); John. ,  1596"Tl596-97); R2. ,  1597 TI595-96);
R3.,  1597 (1592-93); H4A., 1597 (1597-98); Merch. , 1598 
TT596-97); A l ls . ,  159‘8T l602-03 ); H4B. ,  1598 '('1597-98);
H5., 1599 (1598-99); Ado. , 1600 (1598-99); A s., 1600 
TT599-1600); W iv., 1601 (1600-01); H8., 1601 (1612-13); 
T r o il . , 1602 X1601-02) ; Meaa. ,  l603"Tl604-05); Cymb. ,
1604 (1609-10); L r ., 1605^(1605-06); Mcb. ,  1606 (1605-06); 
Shr., 1606 (1593-94); Caes. , 1607 (1599-1600); Ant., 1608 
TT606-07); Cor., 1609 11607-08); Tim., 1610 (1607^08); 
Oth., 1611 11604-05); T£. , 1612 (1611-12); Tw., 1614 
(1599-1600). Cf. Johnson and Stevens, op. c i t . ,  I ,  274, 
with Chambers, op. c i t . , I ,  270-71.
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1598 which provides scholars with a considerable group 
of Shakespeare’ s e a r lie r  works. Other such contemporary- 
references by which plays can be dated are the lis  ts of 
court performances in the Register, in the Diary of 
Philip Henslowe, the Diary of Dr. Simon Forman, a quota
tion of Julius Caesar by Ben Jonson in Every Mqn Out of 
His Humour, an echo in Weaver’ s Mirror of Martyrs, per
formances at Middle Temple, a performance fo r  Sir Edward 
Ho by, a notice by Gabriel Harvey, and performances seen 
by Thomas Platter and a Venetian ambassador. The Globe 
f ir e  dates Henry V III. Allusions in play3 to h is to r ica l 
events whose date is known fix es  terminal dates fo r  
Henry V, Macbeth, Merchant of Venice, Midsummer Wight’ s 
Dream, and King Lear. 1

The internal evidence fo r  determining chronology 
is weighty and complex.* 2

Chambers, op. c i t . ,  I , 244-51: A tr ia l table is 
set up by Chambers from the external evidence alone to 
show primary indication lim iting in it ia l  and terminal 
dates fo r  a l l  but four of the plays. Since a consider
able range of dating remains open fo r  Shr., A l ls . ,  Cor., 
and Tim. . they do not appear in the taFTe.

2Ib id . , I , 253-54: "Obviously the mere grouping 
of plays is only the f i r s t  stage of the chronological 
problem. There remain the more d i f f i c u l t  tasks of de
termining an order of succession within the groups and 
between the members of overlapping groups, and of f i t 
ting this order into the time allowed by the span of 
Shakespeare’ 3 dramatic career. Here i t  is legitimate 
to make some cautious use of minor top ical allusions 
and echoes forwards and backwards, which were rejected
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Much work has been done in the way of a s t a t is t i 
ca l treatment of Shakespeare’ s plays in verse or metrical 
tests. Prose lin es, "blank verse lin e s , alternately

as not su ffic ie n t ly  convincing to furnish primary ev i
dence. An attempt is made to assemble these, play "by play, 
elsewhere. The cumulative results can a t the most only 
support conclusions of higher or lower degrees of proba
b i l i t y .  The main e f fo r t  of recent scholarship has been 
to supplement external evidence by a c loser analysis of 
s ty le , and to establish  chronological ’ te s ts ’ analogous 
to those which have already been discussed as determina
tive of authorship. The outcome is not without value, 
although a doubt must be expressed at the outset whether 
i t  is  ever possible to determine an order f o r  work of 
more or less level date upon s t y l is t ic  considerations 
alone. The style of every w riter has its  in te llig ib le  
development, no doubt. But i t  is not always a matter of 
smooth progression. Subject-matter has it s  reaction upon 
s ty le . During a l l  the f i r s t  half of Shakespeare’ s career, 
he moves more free ly  in comedy than in h istory . Moreover, 
allowance has to be made f o r  the influence o f moods and 
fo r  deliberate experiment. The resultant leaps forward 
and set-backs become apparent when a chronological order 
is already known, but may be very misleading as material 
from which to reconstruct one. Certainly particular as
pects of style can be singled out and studied in is o la 
tion, and by such a process the general impression of 
characteristic style and of its  phases is naturally both 
strengthened and refined . There is the aspect o f struc
ture, fo r  example, in the types of character employed and 
the choice of dramatic situations. One may note that in 
the ea rlier  plays comic r e lie f  i3 often afforded by the 
use o f a lout and that in the later plays a court fo o l 
takes his place; or again that a rather a r t i f i c ia l  ba l
ancing between pairs of young men or young women tends 
to disappear a fter the experimental stage. On the other 
hand, such features are not always purely s t y l is t ic ;  they 
depend in part on the nature o f the story adapted fo r  the 
p lot, and probably in part also on the succession of ac
tors available. Nor are they a ll  s ig n ifica n t of period. 
The favourite device o f concealed identity runs through 
the plays from beginning to end. One may take, again, 
Shakespeare’ s imagery, and compare its  range at d ifferen t 
periods. No doubt similes and metaphors from country
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rhyming lin es , doggerel lin es , number of ligh t endings, 
alexandrines, rhyme lines up to six measures, and rhyme 
couplets are tabulated variously by scholars to find per
centages.* 1 I t  is not the purpose of this thesis to ex
plain the divergent causes and results emanating from 

these metrical tests and tables by Shakespearean cr itics .^

sights and sounds prevail in his ea r lie st  and perhaps his 
la test plays and those from urban l i fe  in his middle plays, 
although i t  must not be forgotten that the unconscious 
memory is  a reservoir, giving up from its  store things 
both new and old . There are aspects of d iction  too, to 
be observed; and early habit of ringing the changes upon 
some particular word, a la ter habit o f coining new words, 
and so forth . A ll such investigations make fo r  a closer 
and more confident grouping of plays, but they do not 
rea lly  help us to get beyond the grouping."

1IbiLd . , I I , 397-409: Here Chambers gives the 
tables he considers the moat useful in this study.

% b id .,  I , 266-69: "The verse-tests are by no 
means a l l  o f equal value, and much caution is  required in 
drawing inferences from. them. In the f i r s t  place the 
variations occur discontinuously, and the law of averages 
must be respected. The greater the number of variations, 
and the greater the number of opportunities fo r  variation, 
the more reliable an average figure, such as a percentage, 
is lik e ly  to be. . . .A  second caution is that the vari
ations which become part of the unconscious or subcon
scious in stin ct of a writer are more lik ely  to be s ig 
n ifica n t of a chronological development than those which 
involve deliberation . . . . Probably the variations, that 
most easily become unconscious are those of pausation.
But here a third caution must be observed. A test, to be 
reliab le  must be uniformly applied throughout, and this 
is d i f f ic u lt ,  unless i t  is  ob jective ; test3 , that is to 
say, upon units which can be iden tified  and enumerated 
with certainty. But we have seen that the overflow test 
is extremely subjective; much depends upon the personal 
equation of the enumerator."
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The use of these tests is often h elp fu l, however, in put
ting credence upon the dates derived from external e v i
dence.1

This chronological l i s t ,  drawn up ty Chambers a f
ter a carefu l study of the problems involved in determin
ing the order in which the plays were written and the ap
proximate date of their comparative composition, w ill be 
the basis by which judgments w il l  be passed on the

^Ibid.,  I ,  269-71: “In view of a l l  the uncertain
ties attaching to the m etrical test3, I do not believe 
that any one of them can be taken as authoritative in 
determining the succession of plays which come near to 
each other in date; and I have ch ie fly  used them as con
tro ls  fo r  the indications of external evidence. In the 
follow ing table I have attempted to bring together the 
results of chapter ix  and to f i t  them into the fa cts  of 
Shakespeare’ s dramatic career as given in chapter i i i .  
There is much of conjecture, even as regards the order, 
and s t i l l  more as regards the ascriptions to particular 
years. These are partly arranged to provide a fa ir ly  
even flow  of pro due t ion .when plague and other in h ib i
tions did not interrupt i t .  I t  is on the whole more 
practicable to take theatrical seasons, roughly from 
early autumn to the follow ing summer, rather than ca l
endar years, as a basis. I assume some slackening to
wards the end o f Shakespeare’ s career, and do not treat 
l it e r a lly  Ward’ 3 statement that he supplied his company 
with two plays a year."

1590-01, H6B.; 1590-91, H6C.; 1591-92, H6A.; 
1592-93, R3. ;  1592-93, E rr.; 1593-94, T it . ;  1593-94, Shr.; 
1594-95, Gent. ; 1594-95, DLL.; 1594-95, Rom.; 1595-96,
R2.; 1595-96, Mids. ;  1596-97, John.; 1596-97, Merch.: 
1597-98, H4A.; 1597-98, H4B.;  1598-99, Ado., 1598-99,
H5.; 1599-1600, Caes.: 1599-1600, A s.; 1599-1600, Tw.; 
1600-01, Hml.; 1600-01, Wiv. ;  1601-02, T r o il . ; 160^03, 
Alls . ; 1603-04, No Dramatic Work; 1604-05, Me as . ;
1604-05, Oth. ; 1605-06, L r . ; 1605-06, Mcb.;  1606-07,
A nt.; 1607-08, C or.; 1607-08, Tim.; 1606-09, Per. ;
1609-10, Oymb.;  1610-11, Wint. ; 1611-12, Tp.; 1612-13,
H8.;  1612-13, Tnk.
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division  of other c r i t i c s .

Both Chambers’ conclusion on the canon of genu- 
in ity and his order and dates of Shakespeare's plays w ill 
he used as trustworthy lemmas or responsible postulates 
in the divisions into periods of Shakespeare's p lays.1

M. R. Ridley, Shakespeare's Plays (Mew York: 
E, P. Dutton & Co., 1938), p. 11: "For this reason the 
plays are arranged fo r  comment in the order adopted by 
Sir Edmund Chambers, which is as near as one is lik ely  
to arrive to a chronological order which w ill command 
general acceptance."



CHAPTER II

THE UTILITY OF PERIODS

In order to gain a f u l l  mental grasp of Shake
speare as a whole, i t  is necessary to study him in his 
to ta lity .^  This means the student must read and study 
a ll  of Shakespeare’ s plays in the order in which they 

were w ritten. This chronological order, of course, has 
not been established with absolute certa inty . But with 
an admixture of certa inty , based on the evidence, and o f 
high probability, resting on shrewd, conservative in
sights into the best opinions now available, the scholar 
must proceed to a detailed study of the whole in its  s ig 
n ifica n t parts.

How Shakespeare wrote plays from 1590 to 1615,

■'•Georg G ottfried Gervinus, Shakespeare Commen
taries , trans. F. E. Bunne tt (6th e d .; London: Smith, 
Elder & Co., 1903), p. x x i i :  ’’Most Englishmen who read 
Shakspere are content to read his plays in any haphazard 
order, to enjoy and admire them—some greatly, some not 
much--without any thought of getting at the meaning of 
them, and at the man who lie s  beneath them; without any 
notion of tracing the growth o f his mind, from its  f ir s t  
upshoot t i l l  the ripening of its  latest fru its . Yet 
this is not the way in which the works of Shakspere, the 
ch ief glory of English litera tu re , should be studied. 
Carefully and fa ith fu lly  is every Englishman bound to 
fo llow  the course of the most splendid inagination of 
his land, and to note its  purpose in every mark i t  leaves 
of its  march. Shakspere must be studied chronologically, 
and as a whole."
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the approximate date of his retirement to his native 

place, Stratford-upon-Avon. This writing career extended 
over a period of nearly a quarter of a century. Thirty- 
eight plays, spread over twenty-three years, w ill pre

sumably show a great d iversity  of types, variety o f ideas, 
and sh ifts  in dramatic trends.

These and other aspects w ill indicate a develop
ment of Shakespeare as a dramatic a r t i s t .1 Following in 
the conservative leadership of E. K. Chambers in the mat
ter of the genuinity of the Shakespearean canon and o f 
his safe inferences regarding the Shakespearean chro
nology, the plays have been divided by the Shakespearean 
c r it ic s  into convenient periods fo r  detailed study and 
fo r  purpose of academic d iv ision .

The method used in these divisions into periods

Ib id . : ’’Shakspere’ s course is "thus shown to have 
run from the amorousness and fun of youth, through the 
strong patriotism of early manhood, to the wrestling with 
the dark problems that beset the man of middle age to the 
time of gloom which weighd on Shakspere {as on so many 
men) in la ter l i f e ,  when, though outwardly successfu l, 
the world seemed a l l  against him, and his mind dwelt with 
sympathy on scenes o f faithlessness of friends, treachery 
of relations and subjects, ingratitude of children, scorn 
of his kind; t i l l  at la st, in his Stratford home again, 
peace came to him, Miranda and Perdita in their lovely 
freshness and charm greeted him, and he was laid by his 
quiet Avon’ s side. This b rie f statement of Shakespeare’ s 
reactions to his changing milieu is a l l  the more remark
able fo r  its  anticipation o f the most recent scholarship 
when i t  is recalled that i t  was made before 1862."
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is the litera ry  historians* two great tools of analysis 

and comparison. Play by play» the c r i t i c  reads each play 
analyzing the matter and manner of each into its  leading 
component parts and aspects.

C ritics like Dowden and Hudson have noticed these 
important considerations as the basis of d ivision  into 
periods.

As we do not need a thermometer to inform us of 
decided changes of temperature in the atmosphere, so 
we need no s c ie n t if ic  test to make us aware that, in 
passing from Love’ s Labour*s Lost to Hamlet, and from 
Hamlet to The Tempest, we pass from youth to manhood, 
and again from a manhood of t r ia l  and sorrow to the 
riper manhood of attainment and of calm. Our geneml 
impression results from many particulars. We are 
sensible of a change (a) In the style  and d ic t io n .
In the earliest plays the language is sometimes as i t  
were a dress put upon the thought--a dress ornamented 
with superfluous care; the idea is a t times hardly 
su ffic ien t to f i l l  out the language in which i t  is 
put; in the middle plays (Julius Caesar serves as an 
example) there seems a perfect balance and equality 
between the thought and its  expression. In the la t
est plays this balance is disturbed by the preponder
ance or excess of the ideas over the means of giving 
them utterance. The sentences are close-packed; 
there are "rapid and abrupt turnings of thought! so 
quick that language can hardly follow  fast enough; 
impatient a ct iv ity  o f in te lle c t  and fancy, which, 
having once disclosed an idea, cannot wait to work 
i t  orderly out"; "the language is sometimes alive 
with imageiy." (Contrast Two Gentlemen of Verona,
Act I I .  Sc . v i i .  L . , 24-38” and its  one sweet long- 
drawn-out image, with such a passage as Antony and 
Cleopatra, Act V. Sc. i i .  L ., 82-92.) Under this 
head or style may be noticed Shakspere’ s early con
ce its , puns, frequent c la ss ica l a llusions, occasional 
over-wrought rhetoric (especia lly  in the h is tor ica l 
p lays), a ll  of which gradually disappear or subside. 
But these changes rea lly  belong to (b) The growth of 
Shakspere’ s taste and judgment. The Duchess of York,



22

in Richard II  (Act V. S c., i i i . ) ,  pleads with king 
for her son’ s pardon:

No word like pardon fo r  kings’ mouths so meet.
Her husband exclaims:

Speak i t  in French, king: say pardonnez moy.
This execrable line could not possibly have been 
written in a play o f Shakspere’ s maturity. (c ) In 
the structure of the play and grouping of characters 
there is ,  in some of the early plays, & tendency to 
formal symmetry, an a r t i f i c ia l  setting of character 
over against character, and group against group: 
Antipholus and Dromio against Antipholus and Dromio; 
Proteus and Launce against Valentine and Speed; the 
King of Navarre and his three fellow-students against 
the Princess of France and her three lad ies. A fter
wards the outline of the play is drawn with a freer 
because a firm er hand. (d) The characterisation 
changes. At f i r s t  there are bright and clever 
sketches o f character; sometimes a want of delicacy 
in the conception o f female character; sometimes 
character is subordinate to incident (as in the 
ErrorsJ, or to the dialogue (as in Love’ s Labour’ s 
L ost)'. By degrees the characterisation becomes pro
found and refined. Instead of a Valentine or De
metrius we have a Hamlet or  an Othello; instead of a 
Rosaline, with her bold repartee, we have an Imogen 
or a Desdemona. (e ) The entire re fle ctiv e  power 
deepens; the poet’ s knowledge of l i fe  becomes wider 
and more varied; his fee lin g  with respect to l i f e ,  
more grave and earnest, fo r  a season, indeed, f u l l  
o f pain and sorrow; at the last gravely tender, 
earnest, calm, and harmonious. ( f )  The imagination, 
which at f ir s t  worked interm ittently, leaving, even 
in the tragedy of Romeo and J u lie t , spaces fo r  the 
fancy to practise its  s lig h t devices in, becomes 
passionately energetic, of daring and all-comprehen
sive power, as in King Lear, or lo fty  and sustained, 
with noble id ea lity , as in The Tempest. (g) The 
sympathy with human passion and the power of conceiv
ing and dramatically rendering i  t in its most massive 
and most intense forms increases, (h) As a resu lt of 
a l l  this the humour o f  the dramatist, which was at 
f i r s t  comparatively su p er fic ia l—an enjoyment of 
amusing absurdity, with pleasure in the keen play of 
wit--becomes f u l l  of grave sign ifican ce, and works
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in conjunction with his ( i )  Deepening pathos. I t  
is the transition from Launce and Speed to the sor- 
rowful-eyed Fool of Lear. ( j )  F inally , in moral 
reach, in true ju s t ice , in charity, in se lf-co n tro l, 
in a l l  that indicates fortitu de of w ill , the w rit
ings of the mature Shakepere excel, in an extraordi
nary degree, those of his younger self.-*-

The c r it ic  Heniy N. Hudson has analyzed Shake
speare^ dramatic growth from the dramatic composition, 
the characterization, the humor, the s ty le , and the moral 
s p i r i t .* 2

Thus the time and the man were just suited to 
each other; and i t  was in his d ire ct , fea r less , whole
hearted sympathy with the soul of the time that the 
man both lost himself and found his power: which is 
doubtless one reason why we see so l i t t l e  of him in 
what he wrote. So that the work could not possibly 
have been done anywhere but in England,— the England 
of Spenser and Raleigh and Bacon; nor could i t  have 
been done there and then by any man but Shakespeare.
In his hand what had long been a national passion 
became emphatically a national In stitu tion : how f u l l  
of l i f e  is shown in that i t  has ever since refused 
to d ie . And i t  seems well worth the while to bring 
this c lea rly  into view, inasmuch as i t  serves to re
move the subject upon deeper and broader principles 
of cr iticism  than have commonly stood uppermost in 
the minds of the Poet’ s c r i t i c s .  . . . 3

But what are the conditions of building, in right 
a r t is t ic  order, a work of such vastness and complex
ity? As the mind is taken away from the laws of time 
and place, i t  must be delivered over to the higher 
laws of reason. So that the work lie s  under the ne
cessity  of proceeding in such a way as to make 'the

•4)owden, op. c i t . , pp. 36-39.

2Henry H. Hudson, Shakespeare; His L ife , Art, and
Characters (Boston: Ginn & Co., 1895), pp. 127-259.

^ I b i d . , I ,  154.
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spectator live  in his imagination, not in his 
senses, and even his senses must, fo r  the time be
ing, be made imaginative, or be ensouled. That is 
instead of the fozmal or numerical unities of time 
and place, we must have the unities of in te llectu a l 
time and in te lle ctu a l space: the further the a rtist 
departs from the lo ca l and chronological succession 
of things, the more s t r ic t  and manifest must be 
their log ica l and productive succession. Incidents 
and characters are to be represented, not in the 
order of sensible juxtaposition or procession, but 
in that of cause and e f fe c t ,  o f principle and con
sequence. Whether, therefore, they stand ten min
utes or ten months, ten fe e t  or ten miles, asunder, 
matters not provided they are rea lly  and evidently 
united in this way: that is , provided the unities 
of action and interest are made strong enough and 
clear enough to overcome the d iv ers it ies  of time 
and place. For, here, i t  is not where and when a 
given thing happened, but how i t  was produced, and 
why, whence i t  came and whither i t  tended, what 
caused i t  to be as i t  was, and to do as i t  did, 
that we are mainly concerned with. . . .*

Now in Shakespeare’ s dramas — I do not say a l l  
of them, fo r  some were but his apprentice-work, 
but in most of them— the several parts, both char
acters and incidents, are knit together in this or
ganic way, so as to be a l l  truly members one o f an
other. Each needs a ll  the others, each helps a l l  
the others, each i s ‘made what i t  is by the presence 
of a l l  the others. Nothing stands alone, nothing 
exists merely f o r  i t s e l f .  The persons not only 
have each their several development, but a lso , be
sides this, and running into th is, a development 
in common. In short, their whole transpiration 
proceeds by the laws and from the blood of mutual 
membership. And as each lives and moves and has 
his being, so each is to be understood and in ter
preted, with reference, e x p l ic it  or im plic it, to 
a l l  the others. And there is not only this co
herence of the characters represented, one with 
another, but also o f them a ll  with the events and 
circumstances of the representation. I t  is this 
co e ffic ie n t  action of a l l  the parts to a common 
end, this mutual participation o f each in a l l ,  and

1Ibid., I, 159-60.
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of a l l  in each, that constitutes the thing truly 
and properly a work of art. . . .1

A ll which clea rly  implies that Shakespeare con
ceived his persons, not from th eir  outside, hut in 
their rudiments and f i r s t  princip les. He begins at 
the heart of a character, and unfolds i t  outwards, 
forming and compacting a l l  the internal parts and 
organs as he unfolds i t ;  and the development, even 
because i t  is a real and true development, pro
ceeds at every step, not by mere addition or ag
gregation of particu lars, but by digestion and 
v ita l assim ilation of a l l  the matter that enters 
into the structure; there being, in virtue of the 
l i f e  that pervades the thing, just such elements, 
and just so much of them, sent to each organ, as is 
necessary to its  formation. The resu lt of this 
wonderful process is , that the characters are a ll  
that they appear to be, and a vast deal more be
sides; there is food  fo r  endless thought and re
fle c t io n  in them; beneath and behind the surface, 
there is a l l  the substance that the surface prom
ises or has room f o r ,—an inexhaustible stock of 
wealth and sign ificance beyond what is  d irectly  
seen; so that the more they are looked into the 
more they are found to contain.

Thus there is a s o r t  of r e a lis t ic  v er is im ili
tude in Shakespeare’ s characters. I t  is as i f  they 
had been veritable liv in g  men and women, and he had 
seen and comprehend&d and delivered the whole and 
pure truth respecting them. Of course, therefore, 
they are as fa r  as possible from being mere names 
set before pieces of starched and painted rhetoric, 
or ms re got-up figures of modes and manners; they 
are no shadows or images of fancy, no heroes of ro
mance, no theatrical personages a t a l l ;  they have 
nothing surreptitious or make-believe or ungenuine 
about them; they do not in any sort belong to the 
family of poetica l beings; they are not designs 
from works o f art; nay, they are not even designs 
from nature; they are nature i t s e l f .  Hor are they 
compilations from any one-sided or sectional view 
of mankind, but are cut out round and f u l l  from the 
whole o f humanity; so that they touch us a t a ll 
points, and, as it  were, surround us. From a ll

1I b i d . , I ,  162.

85031
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this i t  follows that there is no repetition among 
them: though there are some striking family re 
semblances, yet no two of them are individually 
a lik e : fo r , as the process of forming them was a 
real growth, an evolution from a germ, the spon
taneous result of creative Nature working within 
them, so there could he no copying of one from 
another. Accordingly, as in the men and women 
of Nature’ s own making, d iffe ren t minds conceive 
d iffe ren t ideas o f them, and have d iffe ren t f e e l 
ings towards them, end even the same mind at d i f 
ferent times: in fa c t , hardly any two men view 
them alike, or any one man fo r  two years together; 
the actual changes in us being reflected  and meas
ured by correspondent seeming changes in them: so 
that a further acquaintance with them always brings 
advancing knowledge, and what is added s t i l l  modi
f ie s  what was held before. . . . 1

I t  follow s naturally from this that the Poet’ s 
humour is widely d iv ers ified  in its  exhibitions. 
There is indeed no part of him that acts with 
greater v e rsa tility . I t  imparts a certain whole
some earnestness to his most sportive moods, mak
ing them like the honest and whole-hearted play 
of childhood, than which human l i f e  has not found 
i t  a property of childhood to be serious in its  
fun, innocent in its  m ischief, and ingenuous in 
its  guile? Moreover i t  is easy to remark that, 
in Shakespeare’ s greatest dunces and simpletons 
and potentates o f nonsense, there is something 
that prevents contempt. A fe llow -fee lin g  springs 
up between us and them; i t  is through our sympa
th etic, not our se lfish  emotions, that they in ter
est us: we are fa r  more inclined to laugh with 
them than at them; and even when we laugh at them 
we love them the more fo r  that which is  laughable 
in them. So that our intercourse with them pro
ceeds under the great law o f kindness and charity. 
Try this with any of the Poet’ s illu striou s groups 
of comic personages, and i t  w ill  be found, I ap
prehend, thoroughly true. What distinguishes us 
from them, or sets us above them in our own esteem, 
is never appealed to as a source or element of de
lecta tion . And so the pleasure we have of them is

1 I b i d . , I ,  166-67 .
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altogether socia l in its  nature, and humanizing 
in its  e f fe c t , ever knitting more widely the 
hands of sympathy.

Here we have what may he ca lled  a foreground 
of comedy, hut the Poet’ s humour keeps up a l iv 
ing circu lation  between this and the serious e le 
ments of our being that stand behind i t .  I t  is 
true, we are not always, nor peihaps often , con
scious of any stirr in g  in these la tte r : what is 
laughable occupies the surface, and therefore is 
a ll  that we d irectly  see. But s t i l l  there are 
deep undercurrents o f earnest sentiment moving 
not the less really that their movement is noise
le s s . In the disguise of sport and mirth, there 
is  a secret d iscip lin e of humanity going on; and 
the e f fe c t  is a l l  the better that i t  steals into 
us unseen and unsuspected: we know that we laugh, 
but we do something better than laughing without 
knowing i t ,  and so are made the better by our 
laughter; fo r  in that which betters us without 
our knowledge we are doubly benefited. . . .1

His style seems to have been always in a sort 
of f lu id  and formative state . Except in two or 
three of his earliest plays, there is indeed a cer
tain common basis, f o r  which we have no word but 
Shakespearian, running through his several periods 
o f writing; but upon this basis more or less of 
change is continually supervening. So that he has 
various d is tin ct s ty les , corresponding to his d i f 
ferent stages of ripeness in his work. These vari
ations, to be sure, are nowise abrupt: the transi
tion from one to another is gradual and insensible, 
proceeding by growth, not by leaps: but s t i l l ,  a f
ter an interval of s ix  or seven years, the d if fe r 
ence becomes clearly  marked. I t  w ill su ffice  fo r  
my purpose to speak o f them a ll  under the three
fo ld  d istinction  of ea r lie r , middle, and la ter
sty les . . . .

Shakespeare began by imitating the prevailing 
theatrical style of the time. He wrote in much the 
same way as those before and about him did, t i l l  by 
experience and practice he found out a better way of 
his own. . . .2

1 Ib id . , I ,  185 -86 .

2I b i d . , I ,  190.
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Thus, in his ea r lie r  plays, written "before he 
had fu lly  found him self, the arts and motives of 
authorship are but too apparent: he was then, I 
should say, somewhat in the humour of f l ir t in g  
with the Muses and Graces; which, because i t  lacks 
the modesty and delicacy of genuine, passion, 
therefore naturally runs into that excess of man
ner and style which is  commonly ca lled  "fine w rit
ing." And i t  is a very noteworthy point, that 
when he studies mo3t fo r  e f fe c t ,  then i t  is that 
we find him least e f fe c t iv e . But here too, as in 
the matter mentioned before, his fa u lt  was clearly  
the result of im itation, not o f character. Accord
ingly, in the earnestness of his work, he gradu
a lly  outgrew i t .  In the plays of his later period, 
the fa u lt  disappears en tire ly ; there is no t a ves
tige of i t  le f t :  in fa c t , this fa u lt  is mainly re
vealed to us by the higher standard o f judgment 
which his later plays supply. Here a l l  is straight
forward, genuine, natural, with no rhetorical 
trickeries or fin er ies  whatever; and among a l l  mod
ern writers his style stands quite alone in the 
so lid  purity, d irectness, and inward virtue of that 
perfect art which not only conceals i t s e l f  from 
others, but is even a secret unto i t s e l f ;  or at 
least is too intent on something else  to be lis ten 
ing to the music o f its own voice . For so his high
est style was when, in the maturity of his power, 
he l e f t  the style to take care of i t s e l f ,  and there
fore had i t  perfectly  subordinated to his matter and 
thought: in other words, he alwsys writes best when 
most unconscious of i t ,  being so possessed with his 
theme as to take no thought of him self. . . .1

In short, language with him is not the dress, 
but the incarnation of ideas: he does not robe his 
thoughts with garments externally cut and f it te d  
to them, but his thoughts robe themselves in a l i v 
ing texture of flesh  and blood. . . , 2 /

Everybody conversant with the subject knows that 
an author’ s s ty le , i f  genuine (and i t  is not properly 
a s ty le , but a mannerism, i f  ungenuine), is a just

1Ibid., I, 194-95.
2I b i d . , I ,  212.
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measure of his mind, and an authentic registra 
tion of a l l  his fa cu lties  and fo rces . I t  has in
deed passed into a proverb, that "the style is the 
man." And there is no other English writing, 
probably no uninspired writing in the world, of 
which this is so unreservedly true as of Shake
speare’ s ; and th is, because his is the most pro
foundly genuine: here the s t y le - -I  mean in his 
characteristic p ie ces --is  a l l  his own,—rooted 
perfectly  in and growing entirely  from the man 
himself , --and has no borrowed sap or flavour what
ever. And as he surpasses a l l  others alike in 
breadth and delicacy of perception, in sweep and 
B ubtility of thought, in vastness of grasp and 
minuteness of touch, in fineness of fibre and 
length and strength of lin e ; so a l l  these are 
fa ith fu lly  reflected  in his use of language.
There is none other so overwhelming in its  power, 
none so ir re s is t ib le  in its sweetness. . .

The moral se n s ib ilit ie s  are the most delicate 
part of our constitu tion ; that as such they require 
to be touched with the utmost care, or rather not 
to be touched d irectly  at a l l ;  and that the thrust
ing of instruction upon them tends to dull and 
deaden, not to quicken and strengthen them. For 
the true virtue-making po?/er is an inspiration, 
not a catechism; and the truly cunning moral 
teacher is he who, in the honest and free enthu
siasm of moral beauty, steals that inspiration 
into us without our 'knowing i t ,  or before we know 
i t .  . • .

For, whatever his faults and in firm ities and 
shortcomings as a man, i t  is certain  that they 
did not in fect his genius or ta int his mind, s o as 
to work i t  into any deflection  from the straight 
and high path of moral and in te llectu a l righteous
ness .

I have said that Shakespeare does not put his 
personal views, sentiments, and preferences, in a 
word, his individuality , into his characters.
These stand, morally, on their own bottom; he is

1Ibid., I, 236-37.
2Ibid., I, 244.
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but the deacriber of them, and 3o is  not answer
able fo r  what they do: he holds the mirror up to 
them, or rather to nature in them; they do not 
hold i t  up to him: we see them in what he says, 
but not him in what they say. And, of course, 
as we may not impute to him morally, their 
v ices, so neither have we any right to cred it 
him, morally, with their virtues. A ll this, 
speaking generally, is true; and i t  implies just 
the highest praise that can possibly be accorded 
to any man as a dramatic poet. But, true as i t  
is generally, there i3 nevertheless enough of 
exception to build a strong argument upon a3 to 
his moral principles, or as to this theory of 
what is morally good and noble in human char
acter. . . .1

Once a l l  the plays have been analyzed sa tis fa c 
to r ily , the analyst must turn c r i t i c  to compare and con
trast these aspects. Major considerations must be ac

counted fo r , minor ones must be neglected or accounted 
fo r  in the basic pattern of periods.

For example, the tragedy of Romeo and J u lie t ,
written in 1594-1595, the h is to r ica l chronicle Richard» - - —

the Second, written in 1595-1596, the comedy, A Midsum
mer Night’ s Dream, written in 1595-1596, a l l  plays of 
the same period, have been analyzed to fin d  that they 
appear to have a common ly r ica l note, with the personal 
note of lyricism  stronger than in the plays both before 

or a fter  these years of 1594-1597. Thus the c r i t i c  
w ill c a l l  this period "a ly r ica l period .M'2

2Hazelton Spencer, The Art and Life of William 
Shakespeare (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Go., 1940),

1Ibid., I, 246-47.
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Thus the c r i t i c  using f i r s t  dramatic analysis 
and then litera ry  comparison and contrast w il l  set up 
the d ivisions that mark o ff  plays of the same period. 
Each period must be labeled with a characteristic note. 
I f  the c r it ic  favors the ’’ personal heresy,” he may even 
try to link the period of the dramatic a r t is t ’ s work 
with the playwright’ s personal life .'* ’

This process is inevitab le . The whole of Shake
speare is too complex and vast to be grasped in its  to
ta lity  at once. D ivision is imperative. The literary  
period is the natural resort of the scholar trying to 
master his material. Two postulates of genuinity and 

chronology underlay his application o f literary  tech
niques to his problem. Judgment must mark his interpre
tative analysis and comparative method i f  the emerging

pp. 175, 214, 232: Speaking of R2., Spencer says, ” . . . 
its  moments of quiet but intense poetic re fle ction  can 
hardly be laid  to the accident that its date fa l ls  in 
the so-ca lled  ly r ica l period, though A Midsummer Night’ s 
Dream and Romeo and Ju liet likewise belong to the middle 
of the decade, and Shakespeare was also sonneteering 
then." Of Rom. , he says, "There is a strong ly r ica l im
pulse behind this play, and behind Richard the Second 
and A Midsummer Night’ s Dream. A ll three were doubtless 
composed about the same time. . . ♦” And of Mids.,
" .  . . and into i t ,  a3 into i t s  companion pieces, Romeo 
and J u lie t and Richard the Second, the composer, now 
about th irty , poured a ravishing lyricism ."

^E. M. W. Tillyard and G. S. Lewis, The Personal 
Heresy: A Controversy (London: Oxford University Press, 
1939).



32

perioda are to have v a lid ity , not mere subjective whim. 
C ritic w ill  he matched against c r i t ic  to see i f  their 
respective divisions of Shakespearean periods have a 
substantial agreement. Mere verbal or apparent d i f f e r 
ences must be explained away.

/



CHAPTER III

THB PATTERN OP SHAKESPEARE PERIODS

The Germans were the f i r s t  to see the importance 
of studying Shakespeare in his to ta lity . The hook Shake - 
ape are Commentaries written in 1862 hy Georg Gottfried 

Gervinus, a Professor at Heidelberg, was the f i r s t  notable 
contribution of the German analytica l scholarship in the 
tracing of Shakespeare’ s growth by a division  of the plays 
into periods, »from its  f i r s t  upshoot t i l l  the ripening of 
its  la test f r u i t s .» His cr itic ism  is mainly aesthetic, 
yet he settles the approximate dates and relations of 
Shakespeare*s plays showing a keen appreciation fo r  the 
value of external and metrical evidence.1

Gervinus divides Shakespeare’ s plays into three
2periods. The f i r s t  begins with his f i r s t  e ffo r ts  around

■̂ G. G. Gervinus, Shakespeare Commentaries, trans.
P. E. Bunnett (6th e d .; London: Smith, Elder & Co., 1903).

2
Ib id . , pp. 101-830: The only substantial d i f fe r 

ence between Gervinus* dating and that of Chambers is the 
position  of Per. F irst period (1588-1589 to 1592): T it . , 
and Per., before 1590; H6A.. H6B., H6C.,  1590-1592; E rr., 
before 1592; Shr., 1593; Second period (1592-1600):
Gent., 1591; R3.,  1593; ILL ., 1595; Mids.,  1594-1596;
Rom., 1595; March., 1594; R2. ,  1595; H4A. , H4B. , 1597-1598; 
H5. ,  1598; John. , 1598; A s., 1598-1599; Ado., 1598-1599;
Tw., 1599; Wiv. , 1600. Third period (1600-1613): Caes.,
1600-1602; Hml. ,  1600-1602; O th., 1602; Meas. ,  1603; Mcb. , 
1605; L r ., 1605; A lls .,  1606; Ant., 1607; T r o il . , 1608- 
1609; Cymb. , 1609; Cor., 1610; Tim., 1610; Td. , 1611;
Wint. , 1611; H8., 1612.
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1588-1589 to 1592. This period includes seven plays and 
represents his apprenticeship.

In the f i r s t  short period of his dramatic writ
ings we see him more or less biassed by the pecu li
a rities  of this poetry, but we observe at the same 
time how rapidly he sought to disengage himself 
from the want o f design, and from the harshness and 
rudeness of their productions; in the beginning a 
subject scholar, he soon appears as a rising master. 
The relation of Shakespeare to his contemporaries 
is illustrated  by the fa c t  that his early plays were 
only elaborations of older existing dramas, some of 
which we possess fo r  comparison; the elaborator, how
ever, soon raised himself above his prototypes, and 
a fter  a few years towered like  a giant over them.

The second period extends from 1592 to 1600. Gervinus
makes the lo g ica l break here at the turn o f the century.

We pass from the f i r s t  period o f the dramatic career 
of our poet, in which he appears only as the elabo
rator of foreign works, to a second, which we con
fin e to the years between 1592 and 1600. In this 
short time the poet rises with almost inconceivable 
a ctiv ity  from the scholar to the master, and passes 
through a mental history of the most remarkable kind, 
although we possess only hints and conjectures fo r  
determining its  nature more c lo se ly . We cannot read 
the works of these years without receiving an impres
sion, fo r  the most part, that the poet was passing 
through a happy and buoyant period when he wrote 
them. The untroubled gladness and the playful wan
tonness which meet us in a l l  the comedies of this 
period, and the exuberance of mind which bursts 
forth in Henry IV, easily  allow us to in fer as much 
inward se lf-re lia n ce  as outward ease on the part of 
the poet.^ '

The third period goes .from 1600 until Shakespeare’ s f in a l

"Ib id ., p. 101.

Ibid., P* 149.
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play, written at Stratford-upon-Avon. Gervinus' third 
period contains the usual third period d iv ision  and the 
traditional period which extends from 1608-1613.

We have seen how, at the close of the sixteenth 
century, Shakespeare wrought with indescribable ac
t iv ity , and was possessed with an overpowering de
s ire  to indulge his creative genius. . . .  I f  in 
the plays of the second period we found the poet 
occupied with re flection s  on the contrast between 
outward show and inward re a lity , between the ac
tual and the conventional value of things—a theme 
capable of the most manifold poetical representa- 
tion--another system of thought, thoroughly se r i
ous, e leg iac, and tragic in character, appears 
predominant in the grand creations of the later 
period. In their subject-matter we see a new moral 
relation in the foreground, which returns again and 
again under various m odifications; and seems to 
fascinate the poet's re fle ction  and considerations 
with the same power as the previous sub ject which 
we discovered in the works o f the middle period.

•The unnatural d issolution  of natural bonds, op
pression, falsehood, treachery, and ingratitude to
wards benefactors, friends, and re la tiv es , and 
those to whom the most sacred duties are owed-- 
this is the new tragical conception which now most 
powerfully and profoundly occupies the poet in the 
various works of this epoch of his l i f e . 1

Although Gervinus mentions the calmness of these 
la ter  plays in contrast to the former ones o f v iolent 
action and vengeance o f this same period, he does not 
have e x p lic it ly  a fourth d iv ision  which later Shaks-

pspearean scholars use and accept. There is ,  however, 

as this thesis w ill demonstrate, a natural break in this 1 2

1Ib id . , pp. 476-77.
2Ib id ., p. 829.
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third period where a transition is noted from the tragic 
passion o f Timon of Athens to the "beauty and serenity o f 
Pericles , Cyrnhe line , The Tempest, and The Winter’ s Tale, 
the plays of the last Romances. Here human bonds are re

cemented in the reunion o f parted kindred, forgiveness of 
enemies, repentance, and atonement f o r  wrongs.

In the introduction to the translation of Ger- 
vinus* work, F. J . Furnivall superimposes upon the German 
scholar’ s threefold primary division  his own t r ia l  table 
of a four period d iv is ion . However, Furnivall does not 
label these periods or analyze c lose ly  the in terre la tion 
ships of one period upon another. He in turn refers the 
reader, fiv e  times, to the notable forthcoming book of 
Professor Edward Dowden, Shakspere: A C ritica l Study of 
His Mind and A rt. In this anticipation  of Dowden, Furni- 
va ll quotes lib era lly  from a manuscript of Dowden’ s le c 
tures . 2
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^Ibid., p. x l ix : F irst period (1588-1594): T it . , 
1588; LLL., 1588-1589; E rr ., 1589-1591; Mids., 1590-1591; 
Gent. , 1590-1592; H6A. , 1590-1592; Rom., 1591-1593; R2. , 
1593-1594; H6B., H6C.,  1592-1594; R3., 1594. Second pe
riod (1595-1601): John., 1595; Merch. , 1596; Shr.,  1596- 
1597; H4A., 1596-1597; H4B.,  1597-1598; W iv., 1598-1599; 
H5., 1599; Ado., 1599-1600; As., 1600; Tw., 1601; A lls .,
1601- 1602. Third period (1601-1608): Caes. ,  1601; Hml. ,
1602- 1603; Meas. ,  1603; Oth., 1604; Mcb.,  1605-1606; L r.,  
1605-1606; T r o il . , 1606-1607; Ant., 1606-1607; Cor., 
1607-1608; Tim., 1607-1608. Fourth period (1608-1613): 
P er., 1608; T£., 1610; Cymb.,  1610-1612; Wint. , 1611;
Tnk. , 1612; H8., 1613.2Ib id . , pp. x x i, xxiv , xxxv, x lv i i ,  l i .
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In 1875, a cornerstone in Shakespearean cr itic ism  
was la id  by Professor Edward Bowden, then of the Univer
s ity  of Dublin, in Shakspere: A C ritica l Study of His 
Mind and Art. The importance of this volume cannot be

poverstressed. For Dowden stands away from Shakespeare 
and views him as but one element in the Elizabethan world. 

He therefore divides these plays into periods in order to 
analyze the dramatic growth of Shakespeare’ s mind and art.

Now, what does extraordinary growth imply? I t  
implies capacity f o r  obtaining the materials of 
growth; in this case materials fo r  the growth of in
te lle c t , of imagination, of the w ill , of the emo
tions. I t  means, therefore, capacity of seeing many 
fa c ts , of meditating, of fee lin g  deeply, and o f con
tro llin g  such fe e lin g . I t  implies the avoidance of 
in juries which interfere with growth, escape from 
enemies which bring l i fe  to a sudden end, and there
fore strength and s k i l l  and prudence in dealing with 
the world. I t  implies a power in the organism of 
f it t in g  its  movements to meet numerous external co 
existences and sequences. In a word, we aie brought

^Edward Dowden, Shakspere; A C ritica l Study of 
His Mind and Art (3rd e d .; New York; Harper and Brothers, 
1881).

Augustus R a lli, A History o f Shakespearian C r it i
cism (London; Oxford University Press, 1932}, I , 493; "An 
honest reader of his book w il l  look back upon i t  as a 
landmark; his ideas on Shakespeare, i f  not revolutionized, 
w ill be ordered and c la ss if ie d  as never before; c la s s i
fie d  in no s c ie n t if ic  sense, but according to Platonic 
rules of beauty. Our la st word is that Dowden teaches 
more about Shakespeare’ s art than his mind. The d istin c
tions he draws between comedy, h istory, tragedy, romance 
are memorable, because inspired by deep aesthetic emo
tion; and this emotion ligh ts up by re flection  the b io 
graphical equivalents which he seems to discover, so that 
they are at least to be reckoned with i f  not proven.”
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back once again to Shakepere’ s resolute f id e l ity  
to the fa c t . By virtue of this his l i f e  became a 
success, as fa r  as success is permitted to such a 
creature as man in such a world as the present.

In the preface to his f i r s t  ed ition , Dowden 
quotes with approval F u m iva ll’ s tr ia l table. However, 
two years later in 1877, Dowden published his Shakspere; 
Primer where upon a more accurate chronological table of
Shakespeare’ s works he labeled, sub-divided into types, 
explained each period.^

Shaks pere’ s entire career of authorship extends 
over twenty years and upwards, beginning about 1588 
or 1590, ending about 1612: ten years and upwards 
l ie  in the 16th century, ten years and upwards in 
the 17th. How the division  of the centuries marks 
roughly a division  in the career of Shakspere.
About 1601 his genius began to seek new ways: the

^Dowden, op. c i t . , pp. 40-41.

Edward Dowden, Shakspere (New York: American 
Book Co., 1877), pp. 56*-57: F irst period (1588-1595), “In 
the Workshop": ( l )  Pre-Shaksperian Group, T it . , 1588-1590; 
H6A. , 1590-1591. (2) Early Comedies, DLL., 1590; E rr., 
1391; Gent. , 1592-1593; Mids. , 1593-1594. (3) Marlowe-
Shakspere Group, Early History, H6B. , H6C ♦, 1591-1592;
R3.,  1593. (4) Early Tragedy, Rom., 1591-1596-1597; (5) 
Middle History, R2. , 1594; John. , 1595. Second period 
(1595-1601), "In the World"; (6) Middle Comedy, Merch., 
1596. (7) Later History (Histoiy and Comedy united)",
H4A., H4B., 1597-1598; H5. ,  1599. (8) Later Comedy (a.
Rough and boisterous Comedy), Shr., 1597; Wiv. , 1598;
(b. Joyous, refined, romantic), Ado., 1598; As .̂, 1599;
Tw., 1600-1601. Third period (1601-1608), "Out of the 
Depths": (c . Serious, dark, ir o n ica l) , A l ls . ,  1601-1602;
Me as. ,  1603; T ro il . , 1603; revised 1607. (9) Middle 
Tragedy, Caes., 1601; Hml. , 1602; (10) Later Tragedy,
Oth. , 1604; L r ., 1605; Mcb.,  1606; Ant., 1607; Cor., 1608; 
Tim. , 1607-1608. Fourth period (1608-1613), "On the 
Heights": ( l l )  Romances, P er., 1608; Cymb.,  1609; Tp., 
1610; Wint. , 1610-1611. (12) Fragments, Tnk.,  1612TH8., 
1612-1613.
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histories and. joyous comedies ceased to he created, 
and the great aeries of tragedies was commenced.
But each of the decades, which together make up the 
years of Shakepere*a authorship, is i t s e l f  clearly  
d iv is ib le  into two shorter periods: f i r s t ,  from 
about 1590 to 1595-1596, years of dramatic appren
ticesh ip  and experiment; secondly, from about 1595- 
1596 to about 1600-1601, the period of the English 
h istor ica l plays and the mirthful and joyous come
d ies; thirdly, from 1601 to about 1608, the period 
of grave or b it te r  comedies and the great tragedies; 
la s t , from about 1608 to 1613, the period of the ro
mantic plays, which are at once grave and glad, se
rene and beautiful poems, like The Tempest  and The 
Winter*s Tale. These fou r periods may be designated 
with reference to the class of works written in each, 
or with reference to the subjects of those works, or 
with reference to the kind of v ers ifica tion  which 
was characteristic of each period, or vsith reference 
to Shakspere's supposed condition and state of mind 
in each .i

F irst Period--Returning now from our more de
tailed c la s s if ica t io n , l e t  us glance once more at 
the fou r periods into which we divided Shakspere’ s 
career of authorship. The f i r s t ,  which I named 
In the Workshop, was the pe riod during which Shak- 
spere was learning his trade as a dramatic c ra fts 
man. Starting a t the age of twenty-four or twenty- 
s ix , he made rapid .progress, and cannot but have 
been aware of th is. The works of Shakspere’ s youth— 
experiments in various d irection s—are a l l  marked by 
the presence of v ivacity , cleverness, delight in 
beauty, and quick enjoyment of existence. I f  an in
dustrious apprentice, he was also a gay and coura
geous one.

Second Period—As yet, however, he wrote with 
small experience o f human l i f e ;  the early plays are 
s lig h t or fa n c ifu l, rather than real and massive.
But now Shakspere’ s imagination began to lay hold of 
real l i f e ;  he came to understand the world and the 
men in i t ;  his plays begin to deal in an original 
and powerful way with, the matter of h istory . "The 
compression of the large and rough matter of history 
into dramatic form demanded vigorous exercise of the

T̂bid., pp. 47-48.
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plastic energy of the imagination; and the circum
stance that he was dealing with rea lity  and posi
tive facts of the world, must have served to make 
clear to Shakspere that there was sterner s tu ff  of 
poetry, material more precious—even fo r  purposes 
of a r t—in actual l i f e ,  than could be found in the 
conceits, and prettinesses, and a ffectations which 
at times led him astray in his earlier w ritings." 
During this period Shakspere1 s work grows strong 
and robust. I t  was the time when he was making 
rapid advance in worldly prosperity, and accumulat
ing the fortune on which he meant to re tire  as a 
country gentleman. I name the second period there - 
f  o re , In the Wo r id .

Third ?eriod—Before i t  closed Shakspere had 
known sorrow: his son was dead; his father died 
probably soon a fte r  Shakspere had written his 
Twelfth Night; his friend of the sonnets had done 
him wrong. Whatever the cause may have been, the 
fa c t  seems certain that the poet now ceased to care 
fo r  tales of mirth and love, f o r  the s t ir  and move
ment of h istory, f o r  the pomp of war; he needed to 
sound, with his imagination, the depths o f the hu
man heart, to inquire into the darkest and saddest 
parts of human l i f e ;  to study the great mystery of 
e v i l .  The b e lie f  in human virtue, indeed, never 
deserts him; in Lear there is a Cordelia; in Mac
beth a Banquo; 6ven Troilus w ill be the better, not 
the worse, fo r  his disenchantment with Cressiaa; 
and i t  is because Timon would fa in  love that he is 
driven to hate. S t i l l ,  during this period, Shak
spere »s genius le f t  the bright surface of the world, 
and was at work in the very heart and centre of 
things. I have named i t  Out o f the Depths.

Fourth Period--The tragic gloom ana suffering 
were not, however, to last forever. The dark cloud 
lightens and ro lls  away, and the sky appears purer 
and tenderer than ever. The impression le f t  upon 
the reader by Shakspere's last plays i 3 that, what
ever his tr ia ls  and sorrows and errors may havd been, 
he had come forth  from them wise, large-hearted, 
calm-souled. He seems to have learned the secret 
of l i f e ,  and while taking his share in i t ,  to be 
yet disengaged from i t ;  he looks down upon l i f e ,  
its  joys, its  g r ie fs , its  errors, with a grave 
tenderness, which is almost p ity . The s p ir it  of 
these la st plays is that i f  serenity which results 
from fortitu d e , and the recognition of human fr a ilt y ; 
a ll  of them express a deep sense of the need of
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repentance and the duty of forgiveness. And they 
a ll  show a delight in youth and the loveliness of 
youthful joy , such as one fe e ls  who looks on these 
things without possessing or any longer desiring 
to possess them. Shakspere in this period is most 
like  his own Proapero. In these "Romances," and in 
the "Fragments," a supernatural element is present, 
man does not strive  with circumstance and with his 
own passions in darkness; the gods preside over 
our human lives and fortunes, they communicate with 
us "by v ision , "by oracles , through the elemental 
powers of nature. Shakspere’ s fa ith  seems to have 
been that there is something without and around 
our human liv e s , of which we know l i t t l e ,  yet which 
we know to be beneficent and divine. And i t  w ill 
be f e l t  that the name which I have given to this 
la s t  period—Shakspere having ascended out of the 
turmoil and trouble o f action , out o f the darkness 
and tragic mystery, the places haunted by terror 
and crime, and by love contending with these, to 
a pure and serene e le v a tio n --it  w ill be f e l t  that 
the name, On the Heights, is neither inappropriate 
nor fa n cifu l.

The pivotal problem to be investigated in this 
thesis revolves about the testing a b e lie f  that since the 
work of Edward Dowden in 1875, the great majority of c r i t 
ics and scholars alike have come to apply this same or a 
modified four period division  as a basis f o r  their study 
of Shakespeare’ s dramatic development.^

In the follow ing year 1876, Frederick G- . Fleay,

^Ibid ., pp. 58-61.

%irara Corson, An Introduction to the Study of 
Shakespeare (Boston: D. C. Heath and Co., 1889), p. 48: 
"That chronological order has been settled  as conclu
sively  as i t  can, perhaps, ever be, and named, are a l
ready of the highest importance. Of these resu lts, 
Professor Dowden’ s *Shakspere: a c r i t ic a l  study of his 
Mind and A rt,’  is perhaps, the best expression."
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former scholar at Trinity College, published his Shake
speare Manual. The volume contains l i t t l e  aesthetic 
criticism  hut abounds in mathematical calculations of 
Shakespeare metrical tests and tables derived from in 
ternal evidence. The fou r period d iv ision  of Fleay cor
responds with that of Dowden. The "Rhyming period," 
1591-1594; the "History period," 1595-1600; the "Tragedy 
period," 1600-1607; and the "Final period," 1608-1611.
It  is a limited d iv ision  due to the fa c t  that i t  does 
not represent a dramatic growth but instead the sum of 
h is --n o t too re liab le --m etrica l t e s ts .1

In 1895, a Dutch scholar, Bernhard Ten Brink of 
Marburg and Strasburg, Germany, presented his Five Lec
tures on Shakespeare, "with the ob je ct of seeing the 
unity of Shakespeare and his work." In the second le c 
ture en titled , "The Chronology of Shakespeare’ s Works,"

■^Frederick G. Fleay, Shakespeare Manual (London: 
Macmillan & Co., 1876), pp. 22, 23, 129: Fleay believes 
Marlowe to be the author o f T it . , and Marlowe and Peele 
jo in t ly  to be the author of the H6. plays. Therefore 
they are not dated by Fleay in this l i3 t .  F irst period 
(1591-1594): LLL., 1591; Mids. ,  1592; E rr., 1592; Rom. , 
1596; R2., 1593. Second period (1595-1600): Gent., 1595; 
Me rch. ,  1596; Tw., 1601; As,., 1600; Shr. , 1601; Wiv. , 
1598; Ado. , 1599; R3., 1595; John. , 1595; H4A.,  H4B.,  
1598; H5.,  1599; Caes. , 1600. Third period“Tl600-1607): 
Hml. , 1601; Oth. , 1604; L r ., 1605; Mcb. , 1606; Tim. ,
1607; T r o il . ,  1607; Me as.,  1603; A l ls . ,  1604. Fourth 
period (1608-1611): Per., 1607; Cymb. , 1608; Cor., 1609; 
Ant., 1608; H8., 1611; Tnk., 1609; T£. * 1610; W int.,
1611.
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he clearly  divides the plays into four epochs.1
The f i r s t  epoch extends from the years 1586 or 

1587 to the year 1593, or somewhat heyond that time. 
Its close about coincides with the death of Marlowe, 
Shakespeare’ s great predecessor in tragedy. In the 
domain of tragedy--in a l l  grave dramas--Shakespeare’ s 
productions, particularly at the beginning, are 
strongly under Marlowe’ s in fluence; while in the do
main o f comedy, where he likewise had his predeces
sors, he appears to us thoroughly orig in a l from the 
f i r s t .  I t  is at this period that Shakespeare gradu
a lly  grows conscious o f his own powers, while test
ing them in the various branches of his art. . .

The second period of Shakespeare’ s a ctiv ity  ex
tends to the beginning of the seventeenth century, 
and one of the characteristics which at once d is 
tinguishes i t  from the f i r s t  is concentration. The 
poet here lim its his dramatic productions to two 
kinds, comedy and h is to r ica l plays, and he carries 
both of these forms of a rt to the highest point of 
their development. . . .3

With the year 1601 begins a new period in Shake
speare’ s development, a glaring contrast to the one 
preceding i t .  I t  is as i f  one stepped from a radi
ant sunlit landscape into a black mountain region 
with its  topmost summits shrouded in m ist. How can 
we account fo r  thia complete change in Shakespeare’ s 
mood? The history o f the time and the occurrence of

Bernhard Ten Brink, give Lectures on Shakespeare, 
trans. Julia Franklin (London: George B ell and Sons,
1895), pp. 49-105; Ten Brink does not date the plays but 
arranged them in chronological order within his epochs. 
F irst epoch (1586-1587 to 1593): T it . , E rr ., LLL. , Gent. , 
Rom. , Mids . ,  H6A. , H6B. , H6C. , R3. Second epoch (1593- 
1600): Shr. , John. , Merch., R2., H4A. , H4B. , H5.,  Wiv. , 
Ado., As., Tw. Third epoch J1600-160&): 0ae3., Hml. ,
Oth. , Mcb.,  L r ., A lls .,  Meas.,  Cor., Ant. , T ro il . , Tim, 
fourth e pochTl 608-1612): P er., Tp., fly mb. ,  W int.,
H8.

2Ib id . , pp. 70-71.

3Ibid., p. 80.
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certain events give us the explanation. . . .
There is nothing more amazing than Shakespeare’ s 
productiveness at this period, the f i r s t  eight 
years of the seventeenth century. Works of r ich 
est content and most consummate art follow  each 
other, stroke upon stroke. . .

In the course of the year 1608 a reaction takes 
place in the poet’ s mind. With d iffidence we ques
tion his biography to see whether i t  can throw any 
lig h t  on the matter. . . . But already in the pre
ceding June a joyous event had taken place in the 
poet’ s family; his oldest daughter, Susanna, then 
twenty-four years o f age, had been married to a 
physician of Stratford, who was held in high esteem 
and had a large practice . The f i r s t  and only fr u it  
of this union, Elizabeth H all, Shakespeare’ s grand
daughter, was born in February 1608. We can imagine 
how this event helped to mark an era in the poet’ s 
inner l i f e .  There is nothing so well calculated to 
vanquish pessimism, to revive hope in the future and 
pleasure in l i f e ,  as the actual experience of seeing 
our own l i f e  renewed and rejuvenated in a new genera
tion . . . . The three dramas which specia lly  mark 
this Stratford period- - ” The Tempest,” "Cymbeline 
and "The 'Winter’ s Tale”--bear d is t in c t  traces of the 
time and place o f th eir o r ig in . They breathe the 
fresh scent of wood and meadow, and a reflection  of 
the cheerful calm of rural l i f e  l ie s  spread over 
them.^

These analyses of Ten Brink have many of the echoes of
Dowden.4

iTen Brink has reference here to the Earl of 
Essex’ s revolt in February of 1601; the burial of John 
Shakespeare, the poet’ s father, in September of 1601; and 
fin a lly  the death of Q,ueen Elizabeth in March of 1603.

2Ib id . , pp. 83-94.
3I b id . , pp. 93-97.
4R a lli, op. c i  t . , I I ,  108; ” . . .  he so reca lls  

Dowden that i t  p ro fits  more to notice a few details than 
the work as a whole. He practica lly  follow s Dowden’ s 
four periods."
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In 1896, Frederick 3. Boas, formerly of B a llio l 
College, perceives Shakespeare as the majestic spokesman 

of moral law. In the vast scope of his work Shakspere 
and His Predecessors, Boas accepts the fou r periods of 
Dowden.1

The distinguishing work of that method is its  en
deavour to arrange the plays in the order of their 
production, to note their mutual points of contact or 
contrast, and to interpret them as a progressive reve
lation  of th e ir  author*s genius. From this point o f 
view the dramas cease to be a mechanical aggregate, 
and shape themselves into organic whole. But ju s t  as 
an organism the individual members gain instead of 
lose by their union in a higher l i f e ,  so each separate 
play adds to its  interest and sign ificance when seen 
in its  relation  to every other.2

The divisions of Boas date the f i r s t  period (1588-1594);

the second (1594-1600); the third (1601-1608); the fourth
(1607-1612).

These evidences furnish a basis f o r  the division  
of the plays into groups. Ho such d iv ision  can be 
completely authoritative or f in a l , but recent c r i t i 
cism has, f o r  the most part, agreed in recognizing 
four leading stages in the development of Shakspere’ s 
genius and art. His litera cy  career, beginning about 
1588, extended over a period of rather more than 
twenty years. Of these the f i r s t  fiv e  or s ix  (1588- 
1594) were years of dramatic apprenticeship. He 
started with theatrica l back-work, touching up old 
plays, and collaborating with writers of established 
repute in stagecraft. He next began to test h'is in 
dependent genius in various spheres, trying, in turn, 
comedy, h istor ica l dramas, narrative verse, and

1R a lli, op. c i t . ,  I I ,  118.
^Frederick 3. Boas, Shakspere and His Predeces

sors (Hew York: Charles Scribner*s Sons, 1896), p. 131.
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tragedy. Much of what he produced during this early 
period ia of enduring interest and heauty, hut every
where there are the marks of youth. The style is o f 
ten crude and a r t i f i c ia l ;  the wit ia sparkling and 
vivacious rather than subtle and refined; the pathos 
of l i f e  is recognized, hut not its  terror or its  mys
tery, Shakspere is as yet in his adolescence. Thence 
he passes onward to the second stage of his career 
(1595-1600). His powers have now ripened, and to 
this period belongs much of his most flawless work
manship, His joyous strength and energy flow forth  
without stay or s t in t , and F alsta ff and Prince Hal, 
Beatrice and Rosalind, spring into superb and radi
ant existence. Instead of imperfect sketches we have 
fu ll-len g th  portra its, showing a grasp of l i f e  and o f 
character in deeper and more complex aspects than be
fo re . The splendid panorama of national history is 
unrolled before our eyes, and its  moral issues are 
exhibited in clear and comprehensive working. Shak
spere is in his f u l l  manhood, but his outlook is as 
yet not without lim ita tion s. L ife s t i l l  attracts him 
ch ie fly  on its  practica l, mundane and material side.
Hi3 world is one of sane and strenuous a c t iv it ie s , of 
sweet and loyal a ffe ction s , which fin d  their f o i l  in 
cowardice, vanity, d ece it, and hardness of heart. I t  
is not t i l l  he enters upon his third period (1601- 
1608) that he begins to handle the problems o f  the 
deeper sp iritu a l l i f e ,  and to face the tragic riddles 
of human sin and agony. This is his "h e ll of time," 
during which, under the pressure o f personal su ffering, 
he sounded the lowes’t abysses of our mortal lo t , and 
gazed unappalled upon the awful spectacle of the 
gu ilty  and the gu iltless  involved in a common doom, 
and of Nemesis follow ing as relen tlessly  upon error 
a3 upon crime. Hamlet, Brutus, Othello, Desdemona, 
Lear, Cordelia, Edmund, Macbeth, Timon, a l l  alike 
die the death, and "the rest is s ilen ce ,"  For seven 
years that grim vision floa ted  before the poet's 
eyes, and the terror and pity o f i t  would have driven 
weaker natures to despair. But Shakspere was too 
strong to succumb even to the stress o f such an or
deal, and at the last he struggled upwards once more 
to lig h t and calm. I t  is this f in a l  mood which is 
reflected  in the plays o f the fourth period (1607- 
1612), and nowhere in literature is there a more 
startlin g  contrast than that between Shakspere’ s 
closing group of dramas and the tragic series that 
precedes i t .  The f e l l  images of sin and death
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vanish almost en tirely  from the scene, and the hand 
of the avenger ceases to claim its  victim s. The 
funeral notes of thd dirge are hushed, and the a ir  
is f i l l e d  with sweet and tender melodies whose themes 
are repentance, forgiveness, and recon cilia tion . In
stead of a King Lear we have a Prospero, and Hermione 
and Imogen replace Cleopatra and Lady Hacheth. The 
s p ir it  o f these la st plays cannot find f i t t e r  expres
sion than in the words, Mat eventide i t  shall he 
l ig h t .m1

In 1907 Morton Luce dedicated his hook A Handbook
to the Works of William Shakespeare MTo My Friend Edward
Dowden," The chronological table given by Luce corre-

osponds to those of former w riters. The author in his

^Ibid. , pp. 134-36: Boas’ s d iv ision  i3 as follow s: 
F irst period (1588-1594): T it . , 1588; H6A. , H6B. . H6C. , 
1590; R3. ,  1593; LLL., 1594; E rr., 1589-1594; Shr., 1594: 
Mids . , 1594; Gent. , 1590-1595. Second period 1600):
Rom. , 1595-1596; Merck. , 1595; John., 1595; R2., 1594;
H4A., H4B.,  1597-1598; H5., 1599; Wiv. , 1599-1600; Ado., 
1599: Tw., 1600; As .̂, 1599-1600. Third period (1601- 
1608): A lls ., 1601-1602; Caes. ,  1600-1601; Meas.,  1604;
T r o il . ,“1605-1604; Hml., 1601-1603; Mcb., 1606; 0th . , 
1604-1605; L r., 1605T~Ant. , 1607; Cor. , 1608-1609; Tim.,  
1607-1608. T ourth  period (1609-1613): Cymb. ,  1609-1610; 
Wint. , 1611; Tjd. ,  1610; P er., 1609; H8., 1612-1613.

^Morton Luce, A Handbook to the Works of William 
Shakespeare (London; George B ell and Sons, 1907), 
pp. 54-55: F irst period (1590-1595): H6A. , 1590; T it . , 
1590; E rr ., 1591; ILL ., 1591; H6B. , H6C♦, 1592; Gent.,  
1592; R3., 1593; R2. , 1594; M ids., 1594; Rom. , 1595;
A lls . ,  1595. Second period (1595-1600): John., 1596:
Shr. , 1596; Merch. , 1596; H4A., H4B.,  1597; Wiv. , 1598;
H5., 1599; Ado., 1599; As♦, 1600; Tw., 1600. Third 
period (1600-1609): Caes., 1601; Hml., 1602; T r o il ..
1603; Meas., 1604; Oth., 1604; L r . , 1605; Tim, , 1606;
Mcb., 1606: Per. , 1607; Ant. , 1608. Fourth period 
11609-1612): Cor., 1609; Cymb.,  1609; Wint., 1610; Tp., 
1611; H8., 1612.
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interpretation of Shakespeare’ s development overworks the 
moral theme. The dramatic progress of Shakespeare is 
divided into two main decades, or the Elizabethan and 
Jacobean patterns. The f i r s t  decade 1590 to 1595 is sub
divided again from 1590-1595 and 1595-1600. The second 
decade 1600 to 1612 is subdivided into 1600-1609 and 
1609-1612.1

Luce contrasts the main decades.

And indeed the laughter that rings both loud and 
long through the years which precede 1600 ceases so 
abruptly that the e f fe c t  is appalling; and what is 
more, i t  is  never heard afterwards; even the come
dies o f the period that follow s are tragic in their 
irony of mirth, and are certa in ly  more depressing 
than the tragedies themselves. Nor in the later 
Romances--in spite o f the dro lleries  of Autolycus 
and the lik e --sh a ll we hear Shakespeare’ s happy- 
hearted laugh, as we heard i t  ten years before; and 
even his smile w ill have the serenity of Sorrow con
quered. I may also remark that a fter 1600 his en
thusiasm fo r  music seems to be suppressed.

Next, in the sepond decade, dramatic interest is 
centred mostly in character, while in the f i r s t  i t  
is supplied by p lot, incident, dialogue, and the 
lik e ; a lso , characterization in the second period is 
more profound, and, we may add, more te rr ib le ; and 
of course these plays exh ib it generally both a dra
matic and a litera ry  advance on their predecessors 
of 1590-1600.1 2

In 1914 the «Shakespeare Lectures" of David
t

Masson, former Professor of English at Edinburgh

1Ib id . , pp. 394-96.

2I b id . , p. 395.
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University, -were edited and arranged by his daughter.^ 

This work develops the idea of a "metaphysical” mood 
through "Recurrences and Fervours" as a means of inter
preting Shakespeare. Masson divides the plays of Shake
speare into two main series or cy cles , the Elizabethan 
and the Jacobean. The f i r s t  are those plays produced in 
E lizabeth ’ s reign, or in the seventeen years between 
1586 and 1603. This group is subdivided by Masson.

The entire seventeen years of thi3 f i r s t  cycle 
of Shakespeare’ s lite ra ry  a ctiv ity  may be subdi
vided into two p a rts --f i r s t , an in it ia l  six  years 
or so of apprenticeship and hackwork, during which 
he wrote or adapted about eight plays, but pub
lished nothing; and, secondly, a free r  and very 
productive period o f about ten years, during which 
fifte e n  more plays were written, ten of which, and 
also Titus Andronicus, out of the e a r lie r  set, 
were published in rapid succession between 1597 
and 1602, while in the same period were written 
a l l  hi3 now extant non-dramatic poems without ex
ception; and a l l  o f these too were published, ex
cept his main series of Sonne t s . Twenty-two of 
his now acknowledged plays, and a ll  his non-dra
matic w ritings: --such ia the summary t i l l  the 
death o f Elizabeth. 2

The second main series or cycles are the plays 
produced in James’ s reign 1603-1616.* S Again this la tte r  
group also is subdivided by Masson from 1609-1616.4

-̂David Masson, Shakespeare Personally (Eew York: 
E. P. Dutton & C o., 191TJ:

2Ib id . , p. 94.
5Ib id . , p. 97.
4 Ib id . , p. 103.
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Masson therefore, upon c lo se r  analysis, has the usual 
four period d iv is io n .1

In 1915 fillia m  Allan He i Ison, then at Harvard 
University, and Ashley Horace Thorndike of Columbia Uni
versity in a study of the chronology of the plays based 
on external evidence and the internal evidences of metri
ca l tests submitted a table in which their conclusions on

pchronology and dramatic development were stated. The 

f i r s t  period extends from 1591-1594; the second from 
1594-1601; the third from 1601-1602 to 1609; and the f i 
nal period from 1610 to 1613.^ These two scholars state

•̂Ib id . , pp. 75-105: Three plays within the Masson 
d iv ision  are at variance with the Chambers * chronology. 
They are Per. , Gaea ♦, and A lls . F irst period (1586-1593): 
T it . , 1588; Per., 1588; H6A.,  1589; E rr., 1589; Shr.,
1590; Gent. , 1594; H6B. , H6C. ,  1591-1592. Second period 
(1593-1603): R3, 1593; John. , 1594; R2., 1595; Rom., 1596; 
LLL. , 1597; A lls . ,  159Q; Mids. ,  1598; Merch. , 1598; H4A. , 
1598; H4B., 1599; H5. ,  1599; A s., 1599; Ado., 1599; Tw., 
1601; Wlv., 1602. Third period (1603-1609J: Hml., 1603;
Me as . , 1603; Caea ♦, 1604; Oth. ,  1606; Mcb. ,  1605; L r . , 
1606: T ro il . , 1609; Ant. , 1608. Fourth period (1609- 
1616): Cor., 1609; Tim., 1610; Cymb.,  1610; T£., 1611; 
Wint. , 1611; H8., 1613.

^William Allan Heilson and Ashley Horace Thorn
dike, The Facte About Shakespeare (Hew York: The ifacmil- 
lan Co., 1915).

3Ib id ., p. 76: The conclusions are: F irst period 
(1591-15947T”Comedies, LLL., 1591; E rr., 1591; Gent. , 
1591-1592; H istories, H6A., 1590-1591; H6B. , 1590-1592; 
H6C. ,  1590-1592; R3. ,  1593; John. , 1593; Tragedies, T it . ,
1593- 1594. Second period (1594-1601): Comedies, Mids ♦,
1594- 1595; Merch. , 1595-1596; Shr. , 1596-1597; W iv., 1598;



51

their fu l l  approval of Bowden’ a d iv ision s.

The obvious fitness of this fou rfo ld  division  
into periods inevitably raises the question o f its  
causes, and attempts at an answer have run along 
two main lin es . One o f these has been followed out 
with much eloquence and persuasiveness by Professor 
Bowden, whose phrases "In the Workshop," "In the 
World," "In the Bepths," "On the Heights," to de
scribe the four periods, point clearly  enough to 
the kind of significance which he finds in the 
changes in mood and type of play.

An interpretation o f the four period d iv ision  is  then 
given by Neilson and Thorndike.

In 1924, George H. Cowling of Leeds remarks:
I t  w ill be noticed that the plays f a l l  naturally 

into four groups. F irs t ly , an early period of experi
ment in various forms: Shakespeare was attracted by 
the dramatization o f h istory, and the two fine trage
dies Richard II  and Richard III  were early plays; he 
essayed several types o f  comedy, and made two roman
tic  tragedies, Titus Andronicus and Romeo and J u lie t . 
Secondly, the period in which even in the h istor ica l 
plays, the comic s p ir it  prevails. Thirdly, a period 
of tragedy and cynical tragic-comedy to which A Win
te r ’ s Tale and The Tempest belong.2

Cowling conforms to the fou r period d iv ision , the "early * 1

Ado. , 1599; As.., 1599-1600; Tw.,  1601; H istories, R2., 
1595; H4A. , 1597; H4B.,  1598; H5.,  1599; Tragedies, Rom. , 
1594-1595; Caes.,  1599. Third period (1601-1609): Come
dies, T ro il . , 1601; A l ls . , 1602; Me as . ,  1603; Per., 1607- 
1608; Tragedies, Hml. , 1602, 1603; O th., 1604; L r . , 1605- 
1606; Mcb., 1606; Tim. , 1607; Ant., 1607-1608; Cor'.,
1609. Fourth period (1610-1613): Comedies, Cymb.,  1610; 
Wint. , 1611; Tja. , 1611; Tnk. ,  1612-1613; H istories, H8., 
1612.

1Ib id . , p. 84.

2Ge orge H. Cowling, A Preface to Shakespeare (New 
York: E. P. Button and Company In c ., 1924), p. 65.
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plays," 1590-1595; the "middle period of comedy," 1596- 
1600; the " la te r  period o f tragedy," 1600-1608; and the 
"la st plays," 1609-1612. He does not, however, comment 
upon the transition of one period into another.

In 1925 Raymond Macdonald Alden, former teacher 
of Shakespeare at Stanford University and f i r s t  ed itor 
of The Sonnets fo r  the Furness Variorum edition , observed;

One also notes a difference in the type of play 
ch ie fly  represented in the various periods o f Shake
speare’ s career. Three types were commonly recog
nized as the ch ief on the Elizabethan stage: comedy, 
tragedy, and history (or "chronic le -h istory " ) ;  la ter  
a somewhat d istin ctiv e  type, called tragic-comedy, 
became fam iliar. Shakespeare’ s f i r s t  editors c la s s i
fie d  a ll  his plays under the three forms above in 
dicated; modern c r it ic s  find i t  convenient to d is 
tinguish some as "tragic-com edies," or (a term of 
more recent and doubtful use) as "dramatic romances." 
So soon as one notes these d istinction s of type, i t  
becomes obvious that in his ea r lie st period Shake
speare experimented with h istory, comedy, and trag
edy, doing rather more work in the f i r s t  named form 
than in either of the others; that somewhat later 
he devoted himself increasingly to comedy; somewhat 
la ter  again, to tragedy; and that his f in a l period 
was one of new experimentation in the tragic-comic 
form. These facts have led to a common practice 
of dividing the plays, and their w riter ’ s career,

Îb id . , p. 66; Not a l l  o f the plays are dated by 
Cowling. Early plays (1590-1595): H istories, H6A., H6B. , 
H6C.,  R5., John. , R2. ; Comedies, Err. , LLL. , Shr. ,' Mids ., 
1595?; Gent. ; Tragedies, T it . , Rom. Middle period of 
Comedy "(1596-1600): H istories, H4A., H4B., H5.;  Comedies, 
Merch. , Wiy. , Ado.., As., 1599?; Tw.,  1600. Later period 
o f Tragedy (1600-16087; H istories, Caes. ,  Ant. , Cor. , 
1599?; Tragedies, Hml. , 1601-1602?; Oth. , 1604; Mcb. , 
1605; L r . , 1606?; Tim. , 1607?; Tragic-Comedies, A lls.., 
Meas. , T ro il . Last plays (1609-1612); H istories, H8., 
1612; Tragic-Comedies, Per., Cymb., 1609; W int., 1610;
T£., 1611.
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among four d istin ctive  periods, roughly dated 
1590-1594, 1594-1601, 1601-1608, 1608-1612.1

In speaking of Shakespeare's writing at d i f fe r 
ent periods of his career, Alden states:

In general, Shakespeare's development as an 
a rtis t  seems to have been regular, normal and rep
resentative; he began by being primarily an imita
tor and assim ilator o f  the methods o f composition 
fam iliar in his youthful period, and developed his 
own individual tra its  experimentally and progres
s iv e ly . The tra its of his early sty le  are those 
naturally expected, then of a young w riter: an in 
terest in words, and their p o ss ib ilit ie s  fo r  both 
beauty and w it, with some d isposition  to use them 
with a fluency and abundance out of proportion to 
the number and importance o f the ideas concerned.
In particular, fondness fo r  puns and other verbal 
quips, and fo r  rime and other elements of chiming 
poetic sound, is  characteristic of this period.
In the middle period there is  a balance between 
word and idea--an adaptation of each to the other— 
which represents the perfection of equilibrium in 
s ty le . In the la ter  period the interest in ideas 
tends to exceed that in phrasing and the richness 
and intricacy  of the thought to increase, to an 
extent which sometimes impairs both beauty and 
clearness.2

•̂Raymond Macdonald Alden, A Shakespeare Handbook 
(New York: F. S. Crofts & Co., 1925), pp. 17-20: The con
clusions are: F irst period (1590-1594): K6A. , H6B.,  H6C. , 
1590-1592; E rr ., 1590-1591; m . . ,  1590-1591; Gent. , 1591- 
1592; R3. , 1592-1593; John., 1592-1593; T it . ,  1593-1594. 
Second period (1594-1601)7 Mids., 1593-1595; Rom., 1594- 
1597; R2., 1594-1595; Merch. , 1594-1596; Shr.,  1596-1597; 
H4A. , H4B. , 1597-1598; W iv., 1598-1599; H5. ,  1599J Ado. , 
1599; As.., 1599-1600; Caes. ,  1599-1600. Third period 
(1601-1608): Tw., 1601; T ro il. , 1601-1602; Hml., 1602- 
1604; Meas. ,  1603; Alls . ,  1602-1604; Oth., 1604; L r ., 
1605-1606; Mcb. ,  1606; Ant., 1607-1608; Tim., 1607-1608. 
Fourth period (1608-161277 Per., 1607-1608; Cor., 1609; 
Cymb.,  1610; Wint. , 1611; £ £ ., 1611; H8., 1612.

2I b i d . , pp. 1 5 -1 6 .
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In the same year H. N. MacCracken, F. E. Pierce, 
and W. H. Durham of Yale University submitted their 
chronological order of Shakespeare’ s plays. In their 
study of Shakespeare’ s development as a dramatic a rt is t , 
they too employ the four period d iv is io n .1

In line with this development, i t  has been custo
mary to divide his litera ry  career into four periods 
and his plays into four corresponding groups. These 
groups or periods are characterized partly by their 
d ifferen t degrees of maturity, but more by the d i f 
ference in the character o f the plays during these 
inte rvals

The three authors then devote a whole chapter to 
each o f the four periods; the tenth chapter to the plays 
of the f i r s t  period in which imitation and experiment 
predominate (1587-1594); the eleventh chapter to the 

plays of the second period of both comedy and history

^H. N. MacCracken, F. E. P ierce, and W. H. Durham, 
An Introduction to Shakespeare (New York: Macmillan Co., 
1925), p. 83. F irst period (1587-1594): LLL., 1590-1591; 
E rr., 1590-1591; H6B., H6Ç., 1590-1592; R3. , 1592-1593; 
Gent. , 1592; John. , 1592-1593; R2., 1593-1594; T it . , 
1593-1594 ; Mids. ,  1593-1595; Rom. , 1591, revised 1597. 
Second period (1595-1600): Merch. , 1594-1596; Shr., 1596- 
1597; H4A., 1597; H4B.,  1598; H5. ,  1599; Wiv. , 1599; Ado. , 
1599; As_., 1599-1600. Third period (1599-1608): Caes., 
1599-1601; Tw., 1601; T r o il . , 1602; A l ls . , 1602, 1603- 
1604; Meas. , 1603; Oth. , 1604; L r . , 1604-1605; Mcb.,  1605- 
1606; Ant. , 1607-1608; Tim. , 1607-1608. Fourth period 
(1608-1613): Per. , 1608; Cor., 1609; Cymb.,  1610; Wint. ,
1610-1611; T£., 1611; H8., 1612-1613.

2Ib id . , p. 101.

5I b i d . , pp. 131 -53 .
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(1595-1600) the twelfth chapter includes the third 
period plays of tragedy and hitter-comedies (1599- 

1608) ;* 2 and the thirteenth chapter contains the fourth 
period ending with romantic tragic-comedy (1608-1613).3

The F irst Period includes a l l  plays which there 
is good reason fo r  dating before 1595. In this the 
great dramatist was serving his literary  apprentice
ship, learning the d i f f i c u l t  art of play writing, 
and learning i t  by experiments and mistakes. In 
the course of his experiments, he tried  many d i f 
ferent types, tragedies, h isto r ies , comedies, and 
rewrote old plays either alone or with a more ex
perienced playwright to help him. Nearly a l l  of 
this work is f u l l  of promise; most of i t  is also 
fu l l  of fa u lts . Here belong the early comedies 
mentioned above—Love’ s Labour Lost and The Two 
Gentlemen of Verona. Here is the crude but power- 
fu l Richard I I I , and Romeo and J u lie t , the early 
fau lts of which are redeemed by such a wealth of 
poetic f i r e .

The Second Period extends roughly from 1595 to 
1600. The poet has learned his profession now, is 
no longer a beginner but a master, though hardly 
yet at the summit of his powers. Here are included 
three chronicle plays, the two parts of King Henry IV 
and King Henry V, and s ix  comedies. One of the e a r l i 
est of these comedies was The Merchant of Venice, a l
ready mentioned. Three others , a l i t  tie later , - -  
Much Ado.,  Twelfth Night, and As You Like I t ,--a re  
usually regarded as Shakespeare’ s crowning achieve
ment in the world of mirth and humor. In this group 
of plays, whether history or comedy, the author is 
depicting ch ie fly  the cheerfu l, energetic side of 
l i f e .

The Third Period really begins about 1599, fo r  
this and the second overlap; and i t  continues to 
about 1608. In the plays of this group the poet

^ Ib id ., pp. 153-72.
2Ib id . , pp. 172-96.
3I b id . , pp. 196-200.
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"becomes interested in a wholly new set of themes. 
The aspects o f l i f e  which he interprets are no 
longer bright and cheerfu l, hut stem  and sad.
Here come the great tragedies, several of which we 
have mentioned above--Julius Caesar, Hamlet, 
O thello, King Lear, Macbeth',' Antony and Cleopatra. 
Shakespeare is  now at the height of his power, fo r  
his greatest masterpieces are included in the above 
l i s t .  Mixed in with this wealth of splendid trag
edy (though in fe r io r  to i t  in m erit), there are 
also three comedies. But even the comedies share 
in the somber gloom which absorbed the poet’ s a t
tention during this period. The comedies before 
1600 had been f u l l  of sunshine, brimming with 
kindly, good-natured mirth, overflowing with the 
genial laughter which makes us love the very men 
at whom we are laughing. But the three comedies 
of Third Period are b it te r  and sarcastic in th eir 
w it, making us despise the people who furnish us 
fun, and leaving an unpleasant taste in the mouth 
a fter the laugh is over. Some have assumed that 
the dark tinge of this period was due to an unknown 
sorrow in the poet’ s own l i f e ,  but there seems to 
be no need of any such assumption. We may become 
interested in reading cheerful books one year and 
sad ones the next without being more cheerful or 
more s&d in one year than in the other; and what 
is true of the reader might reasonably be true of 
the w riter. But whatever the cause which in flu 
enced Shakespeare, the tragedies o f this group are 
the saddest as we 11* as the greatest of a l l  his 
p lays.

The Fourth and last Period contains plays w rit
ten a fter  1608-1609. There are only five of these, 
and since Pericles and Henry VIII are in large part 
by other hands, our interest focuses ch ie fly  on the 
remaining three—The Tempest, Cymbeline , and The 
Winter’ s Tale. A ll the plays of this pe riod end 
happily and are wholly free  from the bitterness of 
the Third Period comedy, nevertheless, they have 
l i t t l e  of the ro llick in g , uproarious fun of the 
ea rlie r  comedies. Their charm lie s  rather in a 
subdued cheerfulness, a quiet, pure, sympathetic 
serenity of tone, less strenuous, but even more 
poetic than what had gone before. In some ways 
they are hardly equal to the great tragedies just 
mentioned, fo r  the poet is  growing older now, and 
the fie ry  vigor of Macbeth is fading out of his
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verse. But in lo ftin ess  of thought and tender
ness of fee lin g  these la ter romances are equal to 
anything that the author ever gave us.

Whether other causes influenced him or not, 
Shakespeare -was doubtless in these four periods 
conforming to some extent to the litera ry  tenden
cies of the hour. The writings of his contempo
raries also show a larger percentage o f comedies 
between 1595-1600 than between 1590-1595. Many 
other dramatists, too, were writing h istories 
while he was, and dropped them at about the same 
time. Likewise during his Fourth Period three- 
quarters of a l l  the plays written by other men 
were comedies, the most successful of them in a 
sim ilar romantic tone. On the whole, too, other 
writers produced a rather larger percentage of 
tragedies during 1601-1607 than at any other 
time while Shakespeare was writing, although the 
change was not nearly as marked in them as in 
him. But whether the influence of contempo
raries was great or small, these periods ex ist; 
and the individual plays can be better understood 
i f  read in the lig h t  o f the groups to which they 
belong. ^

In the follow ing year, 1926, A. C. Bradley the 
great Shakespearean c r i t ic  of philosophical tragedy with 
strong Hegelian leaning? cautioned the reader.

I t  may be convenient to some readers fo r  the 
purposes of this book to have by them a l i s t  of 
Shakespearefs plays, arranged in periods. Ho such 
l i s t ,  of course, can command general assent, but 
the follow ing (which does not throughout represent 
my own views) would pe ihaps meet with as l i t t l e  
objection from scholars as any other. For some 
purposes the Third and Fourth Periods are better 
considered to be one. Within each period the so- 
ca lled  Comedies, H istories, and Tragedies are re
spectively grouped together; and fo r  this reason, 
as well as fo r  others, the order within each 
period does not profess to be ch ronolog ica l.* 2

^Ibid. , pp. 101-05.
2A. C. Bradley, Shakespearean Tragedy (London: 

Macmillan & Co.,  1926), pp. 78-80: F irst period (to
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The four period d iv isions are: F irst period (to 
1595), Second period (1595-1602), Third period (1602- 
1608), and the Fourth period (1608-1612). Although 
Bradley does not date the plays themselves, the pattern 
does not vary from Dowden’ s . I t  should he noted that 
Bradley explains the position  of Julius Caesar and 
Hamlet within the second period. "The truth is that 

Julius Caesar and Hamlet are given to the Second Period 
mainly on the ground of sty le ."^ -

In 1929 the French scholars Emile Legouis and 
Louis Cazamain in A History of English Literature de
voted a whole chapter to Shakespeare. Therein Legouis 
divides Shakespeare’ s l i f e  and art into four periods. 
The divisions are: "The Advent of Shakespeare (1588-
1592),» "His Career as a Dramatist from 1592 to 1601,"

*
"His Career from 1601 to 1608," and the "Last Plays 
and Death (1608-1616)."2 * 1

1595): E rr., U l . ,  Gent. , Mids. ,  H6A. , H6B.,  H6C . ,  R3. ,
R2., T it . , Rom. Second period (1595-1602): Merch., A lls .. 
Tbetter in Third Period?), Shr. ,  Ado., As,., Wiv. , Tw., 
John» » H4A. , H4B. . H5. , Caes.,  Hml. Third period "[T602- 
1608)»: T ro il. , Meas . ,  0th . , Lr. , Tim. , Mch. , Ant. , Cor. 
Fourth period (1608-16I2J: Per., Wint. , T £ ., Tnk.

1Ib id . , p. 80.

^Bmile Legouis and Louis Cazamain, A History of 
English L iterature, trans. Helen Douglas Irvine and 
W. D. Maclnnes (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1929), 
pp. 425-56: Legouis and Cazamain neglect to date a ll
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In 1931 Rev. I .  J. Semper of Columbia College, 
now Loras College of Dubuque, Iowa, outlines the plays 
of Shakespeare into the periods of development.

The methods used in determining the chronology 
of Shakspere’ s plays, even i f  they do not always 
resu lt in exact dates, help to define the period 
of Shakspere’ s a ctiv ity  within which a given play 
f a l l s .  There is a general agreement among scholars 
that the evidence which they possess points to four 
d is tin c t  periods in Shakspere’ s dramatic career.*

Semper*3 divisions are: the ’’ Period o f Early Ex
periment” (1588-1594), the "Period of Rapid Growth” 
(1595-1601), the "Period of Maturity" (1601-1609), and 
the "Period of Late Experimentation" (1610-1613).* 2

the plays. F irst period (1588-1592): H6A. , H6B., E6C.,  
T it . , ILL., E rr. , Gent. Second period (1592-1601):
R3., R2., John., H4A. , H4B. , H5., Rom. , Mida.,  Merch. 
Ado., A s., Tw7, W'ivV Third period "(1601-1608): A lls '. ,
Me as. ,  1603; Caes. ,  1601; Hml. , 1602; Oth.,  1604; L r . , 
1605-1606; Mcb., 1607; Tim., 1607; T r o il . , Cor. , 1608. 
Fourth period (1608-1611): Per. , 1608; Cymb.,  1610;
Wint. , 1611; T£., 1611.*

■̂1. J. Semper, A Shakspere Study Guide (Hew York: 
The Century Co., 1931), p. 56.

2Ib id . , pp. 55-56: F irst period (1588-1594):
Err. , 1592-1593; H i . ,  1594-1595; Gent. , 1594-1595; H6B.,  
H6C.,  1590-1591; T it . ,  1593-1594; R3., 1592-1593; Shr., 
1593-1594; H6A., 1591-1592. Second period (1595-1601): 
Mida. , 1595-1596; R2. ,  1595-1596; Rom., 1594-1595 ;' John., 
1596-1597; Merch. , 1596-1597; H4A.,  H4B., 1597-1598;
H5., 1598-1599; Caes., 1599-1600; Ado., 1598-1599; A s., 
1599-1600; Tw., 1595-1600. Third period (1601-1609J:
Hml. , 1600-1601; Wiv.,  1600-1601; T ro il . , 1601-1602;
Meas. , 1604-1605; A lls . ,  1602-1603; C th ., 1604-1605; L r ., 
T6CJF-1606; Mcb., 1605-1606; Ant., 16^6^1607; Tim., 1607- 
1608; C or., 1607-1608. Fourth period (1610-1613): P er., 
1608-1609; Cymb.,  1609-1610; Wint., 1610-1611; Tp.,
1611-1612; H8., 1612-1613.
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In this period of his apprenticeship Shakspere 
experimented with dramatic formulas which had been 
popularized by other playwrights. He began by re
vising old plays, thereby arousing the anger of 
Robert Greene, who in 1592 referred to Shakspere 
as "an upstart crow beautified with our feathers." 
Shakspere tried  his hand a t a l l  the forma of 
drama then in vogue. . . .

The plays of the second period show a vast im
provement in dramatic technique, poetic form and 
the portrayal of character. To this period belong 
two tragedies, Romeo and J u lie t and Julius Caesar, 
his best chronicle plays and his masterpieces of 
high romantic comedy. The dominant type is comedy, 
and the influence of Greene is at its  height.

The plays of the third period mark the maturity 
of Shakspere’ s powers as a dramatist. In this period 
Shakspere wrote his masterpieces of tragedy, a l l  o f 
which deal with the problem of e v i l  and are sur
charged with the emotions of p ity  and terror. The 
three comedies of this period, Troilus and Cressida, 
Measure for Measure and A ll ’ s Well That Ends Well, 
afford a strik ing contrast to the gay and joyous 
comedies of the second period. The dominant type 
is tragedy.

The plays of this last period are classed as 
dramatic romances, and they a ll  exh ib it a fa ll in g -  
o f f  from the power shown in high comedy and the 
high tragedy of the second and third periods, a l
though they include a masterpiece, The Tempest. 1»

In 1934 Thomas M r̂c Parrott of Princeton Univer
s ity  divides Shakespeare’ s plays into four periods quite 
sim ilar to Dowden’ s . He remarks,

I t  is usual to divide Shakespeare’ s work into 
four periods: the f i r s t  o f apprenticeship ending 
about 1594, the second of mastery of comedy and 
h istory , 1594-1600, the third that of the trage
dies and of the "b it te r  comedies," 1599-1608, and 
the la s t , that o f the "romances" or tragic-come
d ies, 1608-1613. *

1lb id . , p. 56. 
oThomas Marc Parrott, William Shakespeare: A Hand

book (Hew York: Charles Scribner’ s Sons, 1934),
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Parrott divides his treatment of Shakespeare’ s 
development into four part3, one fo r  each period.

I t  is often said that Shakespeare’ s ea r lie st  
work was confined to patching up and revising 
plays lay other dramatists. There is l i t t l e  ev i
dence fo r  this and i t  seems rather unlikely that 
an apprentice in the art should be asked to re
vise plays that had already won success upon the 
s tage. 1

Speaking of Shakespeare’ s second period Parrott states:
A b rie f review of this period w ill show both 

the character of Shakespeare’ s work and his great 
advance in independence and mastery in these 
crowded years.2

Parrott continues regarding Shakespeare’ s third period, 
from the years 1599-1600 to 1608:

A b rie f summary of this period may serve to 
show something of the development of Shakespeare’ s 
power as a tragic poet. The b it te r  comedies of 
the early years of this period may be disregarded 
here; they serve only to show how fa r  his mind had 
swung away from the .joyous mirth and gay romance 
of the ea rlier  work.. The series of the tragedies

pp. 126-83: Parrott’ s d iv ision  coincides with that of 
Dowden’ s. F irst period (1589-1594): E rr ., 1590; Gent., 
1591; H6A., H6B. , H6G.,  1592; T it . ,  1593; LLL. , 1593if 
R3.,  1594. Second period (1594-1600): Mids.,  1595: 
John., 1596; K2., 1596; Rom. , 1596; Merch. , 1596-1597; 
H4A. , H4B., 1597; Shr. , 1598; Ado., 1598; H5. ,  1599;
Wiv. , 1599; Caes. ,  1599. Third period (1599-1608); A s., 
1600; Tw., 1600; Hml. , 1600-1601; A lls . ,  1602; Tro'il. , 
1602; Meas., 1604; 0 th ., 1604; L r ., 1605; Tim., 1606; 
Mcb. , 1606; Ant. , 1607. Fourth period (1608-1613):
P er., 1607-1608; C or., 1608; Gymb., 1609; W int.. 1610; 
Tjd. , 1610; H8., 1613; Tnk. , 1613.

1Ib id . , p. 126.
2Ib id . , p. 150.
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begins calmly and gravely with Julius Caesar. This 
play, almost as much history as tragedy, is  followed 
by Hamlet, Shakespeare’ s moat complex and subtle 
drama, but one where he was d e fin ite ly  lim ited by 
the conditions under which he worked. In Othello he 
attains his fu l l  height as a master of his art, in 
construction, in characterization, and in dramatic 
expression. Lear, less nearly perfect perhaps than 
O thello, is yet a greater work, more universal, more 
s ig n ifica n t, more magnificently tragic. This is the 
mountain peak. The fragmentary Timon shows already 
something lik e  a collapse; ground is regained in the 
feverish  and unequal tragedy of Macbeth and then the 
end approaches. Antony and Cleopatra and Co ri plan us 
close the period, neither of them f o r  a l l  their 
beauty, eloquence and power a match fo r  the e a r lie r  
plays, and with Pericles we see the f in a l period .1

Upon Shakespeare’ s f in a l period Parrott ends by saying,
His last active years had been devoted to the 

writing, probably at his ease in Stratford and 
with a certain careless abandon, the deligh tfu l 
trio o f his so -ca lled  romances.*

In 1939, Peter Alexander of the University of 
Glascow made a study of Shakespeare’ s l i f e  and art. In 
his ch ief contribution he divided Shakespeare’ s art into 
the plays of four periods.1 2 3 The f i r s t  period is from

1Ib id . , pp. 171-72.
2Ib id . , p. 183.

3Peter Alexander, Shakespeare’ s L ife  and Art 
(London: James Nesbit and Co., 1939), pp. 50-222: 
Alexander gives dates f o r  Stationers’ Register and Quar
tos but neglects to assign conjectural dates of composi
tion fo r  a l l  of the plays. The f i r s t  period (1589-1594): 
E r r ., Shr. , Gent. , T it . , H6A.,  H6B., H6C., R3., John. ,
LLL♦ Second period^(1594-1599): Mids.,  Merch., Rom. , R2., 
H4A. , H4B. , Wiv ♦, H5. , Ado., As_. , Tw. Third period (1599- 
1608): Caes.,  Hml. , 0th . , L r . , Mcb. , Ant. , Cor. , Tim. ,
Meas. ,  A l ls . ,  T ro il. Fourth period (1608-1613): Cymb., 
Wint. , Tp. , H8., Per.
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Shakespeare's arrival in London to his join ing the Cham
b erla in ^  men in 1594.

In this early period the poet and the craftsman 
often work independently. The poetry is often a 
decoration that fa i ls  to fo llow  or emphasize the 
structural lines of the work. But as they develop 
they grow together, t i l l  in his maturity Shake
speare is the poet of his p lots . The great trage
dies are no longer merely s k i l l fu lly  contrived 
stories fo r  the stage, some sequence of strange 
events and no more. The poet now interprets f o r  
us through the liv in g  symbolism of his characters 
and their actions the dreams or intimations of our 
destiny that so disturb this earthly l i f e .  Shake
speare has put eternity  into the hour or two a l
lowed by the tr a ffic  o f the stage. To this end he 
sa cr ifices  everything unessential, such as the ex
ternal consistency and verisim ilitude so missed by 
some c r i t i c s :  from this standpoint alone can his 
plays be understood. And i f  the action becomes 
the heart of the poetry, the poe try is the vehicle 
to carry its  pulsations through the entire body of 
the play.2

The second period is  from 3hakespearefs join ing the Cham
b erla in 's  Company in 1594 to the opening of the Globe 
Theatre in 1599.3

By the end of the second period Shakespeare is 
not only a ’’ sharer" in the leading company but a 
"housekeeper" in the ch ief theatre of the time.
He is ,  in addition, the professor of a substantial 
country house and a gentleman entitled  to bear arms. 
But that Shakespeare's main interest throughout the 
period was his art is borne out by the remarkable 
development i t  shows. . . .  No one can doubt that 
work is an essential ingredient in great art, but

1Ib id . , 
2I b id . ,

pp. 50-98. 
p. 61. 
pp. 98-139.Ibid.,
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work ao hard that only a pursuit to which one is 
ir re s is t ib ly  drawn could make i t  endurable. "The 
labor we delight in physical pain"; and Shakespeare 
must have delighted as well as laboured in his vo
cation , fo r , in a few years, he passed from plays 
that may have been declared unworthy of his genius 
to those a ll  acknowledge as en listin g  him to the 
fame he had won, as the best among the English, as 
Meres expressed i t  in 1598, both in tragedy and 
comedy.

The plays of this period show the development 
of a l l  the powers found in the e a r lie r  work3. 
Shakespeare is the maker of the p o lit ic a l phrase 
and beautiful speech; and i f  the verse in its  un
troubled perfection has not the sublime note yet 
to come, i t  attains a rare ly r ica l intensity in 
Richard I I , Romeo and J u lie t , A Midsummer N igh ts 
Dream, and the Merchant of Venice, the most poeti
ca l, in one sense of that term, of a l l  the h istories , 
tragedies, and comedies.

Nor had Shakespeare lo s t  any of his s k i l l  in 
weaving together the diverse threads of his p lots .
A Midsummer Night*s Dream is of as varied yam as 
the most changeable ta ffeta , opalescent with incon
gru ities , heroic figures Greek mythology, fa ir ie s  
from English fo lk -lo r e , craftsmen from Warwickshire, 
lovers from nowhere, a l l  taking part in the marvel
lous and happy doings of this middle summer’ s 
spring. And the action of Romeo and Ju liet is 
b u ilt  round its  c r is is  with a power that fo re te lls  
the great tragic arch itect of Hamlet and Lear. . . .

At thi3 turn in the flo od  of Shakespeare’ s 
genius his greatest comic character makes his ap
pearance. I t  is  a truism that the supreme comic 
artists  give a tragic depth to the shadows with 
which they set o f f  their most humorous figu res, and 
F alsta ff is a portra it that challenges comparison 
with any in this great tradition . But with Shake
speare i t  marks the culmination of but one phase of 
his genius that leads almost inevitably, i t  seems, 
to the next. 1

The third period is from the opening of the Globe Theatre
in 1599 to the taking over o f  the B lack friar ’ s Theatre

1I b i d . , pp. 102-04.
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in 1608.1

Shakespeare’ s most important achievement in 
these years is the succession of great tragedies, 
seven in number, that stretch  across the decade.
In the f i r s t  year comes Julius Caesar (1599 J, then 
follow  Hamlet (1600), Othello (1602), Lear (1605), 
Macbeth (1606), Antony and Cleopatra (1607), and 
in the closing ye'ar, Coriolanus (1608).

That Shakespeare did not enter on this part of 
his l i f e  d is illu sion ed , or with any less of that 
a la cr ity  o f s p ir it  so conspicuous in Henry IV» is 
made plain by Twelfth Night, to some judges the 
most perfect of his comedies ; fo r  i t  is almost 
certain that i t  must be dated a year, o r  perhaps 
two, la te r  than Hamlet. I f  Hamlet, then, is taken 
as a cry of d is illu s ion , a disgust with l i f e ,  
Shakespeare must have been very much in love with 
l i f e  not long afterwards. But any view of Hamlet, 
or of tragedy in general, which represents i t  as 
the outcome of some distaste f o r  existence, or in 
spired by misery and despair, misses the a r t is t ’ s 
intention and d istorts Shakespeare’ s s to ry .1 2

The fin a l period is from the opening of the B lack friar’ s
in 1608 to the burning of the Globe Theatre in 1613.3

The plays written during the f  inal period are 
d ifferen t in sub ject matter and sty le  from those 
of the third period. Nor is  the difference merely 
in a return to the convention o f comedy with its  
happy ending; fo r  ju st as the comedies of the pre
vious period have a gravity that distinguished them 
from the earlier plays in this kind, 3o the f in a l 
comedies have a peculiar ethos which has gained fo r  
them the t i t le  of Romance. . . .

This inward change to the f in a l  manner has 
aeemed to one commentator at least so sudden and 
unexpected as to be in the nature of "a revolution 
rather than an evolution ." For he finds a

1I b id . , pp. 139-98.
2I b id ., pp. 142-48.
3I b id ., pp. 198-222.
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Christian note in the forgiveness and re co n c ilia 
tion of the Romances he cannot hear in the trage
d ies. And c r i t ic s  have naturally been glad to 
dwell on the serenity and beauty of this close as 
adding the f in a l perfection to Shakespeare’ s work. 
Like the la st utterance o f some c la ss ic  tragedy i t  
dismisses the spectator, given over fo r  a space to 
pity and fea r , with some calm and sententious pre
cept that brings to the mind spent with passion, 
consolation and peace.1

In 1949, John Calvin Metcalf o f the University 
of V irginia in a modest manual, Know Your Shakespeare, 
submits the conventional four period d iv is ion . The f ir s t  
period, "apprenticeship," extends from 1590 to 1595; the 
second period, "mastery," from 1595 to 1600; the third 
period, "tragic gloom," from 1600 to 1608; and the fourth 
period, "seren ity ," from 1608 to 1612.2

. . . The d iv ision  of them into four groups is 
convenient and has now become conventional. In the 
f i r s t  period, extending from about 1590 to 1595, 
Shakespeare was learning his a rt by an experimenta
tion which probably involved the doing over o f old 
plays. He conscientiously followed the rules of 
the game, had a regard fo r  precedent, was somewhat 
im itative, and in general rather conservative. He 
was then, we may say, informally serving his dra
matic apprenticeship.

1Ib id . , pp. 200-01.
p
^John Calvin M etcalf, Know Your Shakespeare 

(Boston: D. C. Heath and Co., 1949), pp. 112-17: Metcalf 
neglects to date the plays but places each in it s  re
spective period. F irst period (1590-1595): LLL. , E r r ., 
Gent., Mids.,  R 3., H6A. , H6B. ,  H6C. ,  T it . Second period 
(1595-1600): Rom., Merch. , Shr. , Wiv. , Ado. ,  As. , Tw., 
R2., H4A. , H4B. , H5. , Caes. Third period (1600-1608): 
T r o il . . A lls .,  Meas. , Hml., 0th . , L r . , Mcb., Tim. , Ant. 
Fourth period (1608-1612): Cymb.,  iff in t . , Tp.
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In the second period, from about 1595 to 1600, 
he had gained in freedom of technique and expression. 
During these fiv e  or s ix  years he wrote most of his 
h is to r ica l plays and his happier comedies: the dra
mas of these years r e f le c t  his in terest in three 
hundred years o f English p o lit ic a l  history and also 
in the romance o f high l i f e .  In the h istories he 
exploits the royal way of l i f e  in court and camp, 
with it s  triumphs and defeats, it s  weakness and v ir 
tues. He follow s the traditional lore of old chron
ic le s  in his painting o f royal personages. In the 
comedy group he u tilize s  the popular romances of 
his own time and those of ea rlier  days, transforms 
their crudely drawn characters into lovely English 
ladies and gallant gentlemen of w it and gaiety who 
talk b r illia n t ly  in verse and prose of beauty and 
d istin ction . . . . I t  is in this second period 
that Shakespeare has attained masteiy of his art.

The third period, from about 1600 to 1608, 
shows a marked change o f tone. Leaving the wars and 
tumults of kings and the sun lit uplands o f romance, 
he plunges into the depths o f tragic gloom. He is 
now primarily concerned not with what men do but 
with the e ffe c ts  of th e ir  actions on themselves 
and others, the disastrous consequences o f what they 
do. The dramatist turns his eyes inward and probes 
into the mysteries of human l i f e  entangled in the 
web of su ffering and retribution . Revenge, ambition, 
jealousy, ingratitude, pride, and imperial passion 
are the great themes of these plays, which are psy
chological in their analytical revelation of charac
ter and motive.

In the fourth period, from about 1608 to 1612, 
the dramatist has ascended to the serene heights of 
pure romance. Ho longer is there any tense concern 
about the "problems" of l i f e .  The pangs of human 
passion are less acute in the remote regions of a 
humanized fairyland. Enchanted islands in fa r -o f f  
seas, distant strands fo r  the salvage of ship
wrecked infants, Bohemias with seacoasts, pastoral 
scenes fo r  young lovers, and mountain caves f o r  the 
rest of wandering princesses; this is the so r t  of 
setting one finds in these last plays. Legendary 
kings and courtiers alternate with very English 
shepherds, shepherdesses, and clowns. In the fin a l 
act the lon g-lost wife or husband is restored, and 
the daughter, exposed years ago to the w ild waves, 
is home again. Separation is followed by ultimate
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reunion, alienation by friendship, and transgression 
by forgiveness. "Pardon’ s the word to a l l , "  says 
King Gymbeline to the erring ones in the f in a l scene. 
These romances--C.ymbeline, The Win ter ’ s Tale, The 
Tempest, and the partly Shakespearean P ericles--are 
essentia lly  dramatic poems celebrating peace and 
happiness a fter  separation and su ffering . They give 
an atmosphere of serenity to the concluding period 
of Shakespeare’ s litera ry  l i fe .^

In 1950 Gerald Sanders in a recent volume,
A Shakespeare Primer, adheres to the traditional four 
period division in his chronological ta b le .1 2

On the basis of themes employed, treatment of 
themes, sty le , and methods of staging, scholars 
have usually agreed in distinguishing four stages 
in Shakespeare’ s career: that of experimentation 
and apprenticeship, lasting  up to about 1594; 
that of the h istories and "joyous" comedies, from 
1594 to about 1600; that of tragedies and "b itter" 
comedies, from 1600 to about 1608, and that of ro
mances and tragi-com edies, from 1608 until he 
ceased to w rite. Although these divisions are ar
bitrary and have no rig id  boundaries, they are 
helpful in establishing general groupings of the

1Ib id ., pp. 113-16.
2Gerald Sanders, A Shakespeare Primer (Kew York: 

Rinehart & Co., 1950), pp. 66-67: F irst period (1590- 
1594): H6B., 1590-1591; H6C.,  1590-1591; H6A., 1591-1592; 
R3. , 159^1593; E rr., 1592-1593; T it . ,  1593-1594; Shr. , 
1593-1594; Gent. , 1594-1595; H I . ,  1594-1595. Second 
period (1594-1600): Rom. , 1594-1595; R2. , 1595-1596;
Mids. ,  1595-1596; JoKnT, 1596-1597; Merck. , 1596-1597;
H4A.,  E4B. , 1597-1598; Ado., 1598-1599; H5., 1598-1599; 
Caes . ,  1599-1600; As.., 1599-1600; Tw., 1599-1600. Third 
period (1600-1608): Hml. , 1600-1601; Wiv. , 1600-1601; 
T ro il . , 1601-1602; A l ls ♦, 1602-1603; Meas.,  1604-1605; 
0 th ., 1604-1605; L r. ,  1605-1606; Mcb., 1605-1606; Ant. , 
1606-1607; Cor., 1607-1608; Tim., 1607-1608. Fourth 
period (1608-1613): P er., 1608-1609; Cymb. ,  1609-1610; 
Wint. , 1610-1611; T£. , 1611-1612; H8., 1612-1613; Tnk.,
1612-1613.
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plays. By taking note of the internal evidence 
and by using a l l  available external evidence and 
such internal-external evidence as appears va lid , 
scholars have been able to establish a reasonably 
accurate chronology fo r  the plays.^

Attention may now be called  to the nineteen 
c r it ic s  who have e x p lic it ly  follow ed Bowden’ s four pe
riods of dramatic development of Shakespeare’ s art.
These c r it ic s  who have been follow ing the lead of Bowden 
have been cited  in quotation and their use of the four 
periods has been indicated in the footnotes. These tra
d ition a lis ts  have been presented in the chronological 
order of the dates of their respective publications.

How i t  remains to advert to those c r it ic s  who 
have somewhat modified the traditional pattern of pe
riods or have expressed e ith er caution against2 or d is - 

agreement with the whole procedure of assigning periods 1

1Ib id . , pp. 65-66.
2Alden, op. c i t . , p. 18: «While i t  proves con

venient to employ such a d iv is ion , one should do so 
cautiously, remembering, f i r s t ,  that the dates on which 
they are based are partly inaccurate and con jectural, 
second, that there is no d e fin ite  boundary between'any 
two of the assumed periods, and th ird , that we have no 
ground fo r  assuming that they represent anything d e fi
n ite  in the l i f e  or consciousness o f Shakespeare.”

3
J. Isaacs, "Shakespearian C ritic ism --II— Prom 

Coleridge to Present Bay,” A Companion to Shakespeare 
Studies, ed. by Harley Granville-Barker and G. B. Harri- 
son (Hew York; The Macmillan Co., 1940), p. 301: "Once
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at all.'*’ These too w ill he presented in chronological 

order. Where possible the larger areas of agreement be
tween these c r it ic s  and Dowden’ s traditional pattern of 
periods w ill be indicated.

the chronology of the plays had been established in its  
main outlines, the task of tracing Shakespeare’ s growth 
to maturity, his summits o f achievement and in general 
the pattern of his creative career, was fa c il ita te d .
The task was attempted simultaneously in England and 
Germany, but reached specia l heights under the impulse 
of the unifying philosophical approach. . . . Dowden’ s 
Shakspere; His Mind and Art (1875) is the f i r s t  book in 
English to give anything like a unified and rounded p ic 
ture of the whole achievement o f the dramatist. Dowden 
and Purnivall went a l l  out on the ’ four period ’ doctrine, 
and though their sentim entality, and their b e lie f  in 
Shakespeare's doctrine of female sweetness and purity 
soon earned the label o f gush from more sober c r it ic s , 
i t  is this sentimental picture which s t i l l  too largely 
holds the f ie ld  in orthodox c ir c le s ."

l-Geo rge Stuart Gordon, Shakespearian Comedy and 
Other Studies (London: Oxford University Press, 1945), 
pp. 42-44; ” . . .  The results of these labours have been 
gradually stereotyped; and every ch ild , f o r  more than a 
generation now, has been able to inform its e lf  by rote 
of the Periods, as they are ca lled , into which the l i f e  
and work of Shakespeare in fa llib ly  d iv ide. Picturesque 
names have been given to these d iv is ion s; I am thinking 
more particularly o f the late Professor Dowden’ s very 
useful l i t t l e  Shakespeare Primer, which has had so many 
im itators, and so few r iv a ls ; a masterpiece of too e f 
f ic ie n t  vulgarization. The Periods, i t  seems, are four, 
and each has had assigned to i t  its own romantic name.
. . . We must be very wary how we apply such labels, 
such demarcations, to so mobile a thing as the l i f e  and 
work of a man. Shakespeare’ s mind had a h istory, and 
his art had a h istory; neither of them s traightf orward, 
or probably clear to him self; but at any rate a moving 
h istory, not to be thus confined."
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In 1880 appeared A Study o f Shakespeare 'by- 
Algernon Swinburne. The author f i r s t  advises the student 
tracing the course of Shakespeare’ s work by the growth 
and development through various modes and changes o f his 
meter would p r o fit  more by listen ing with his ear than 
by tabulating line endings. Swinburne does not analyze 
a l l  of the plays; but of the plays examined the author 
traces Shakespeare’ s development in the modulations of 
his varying verse "by ear and not by f in g e r ."  Swinburne 
then employs a three-fold  d ivision  explaining, "the pe
riods which I seek to define belong not to chronology 
but to a r t ." l

. . . but i t  is  quite possible to show that the 
work of Shakespeare is naturally d iv is ib le  into 
classes which may serve us to distinguish and deter
mine as by landmarks the several stages or periods 
of his mind and a r t .2

»

The F irst period is entitled  "Lyric and Fantas
tic  ."

Yet the b r ie fe s t  glance over the plays of the 
f i r s t  epoch in the work o f  Shakespeare w ill  su ffice  
to show how protracted was the struggle and how 
gradual the defeat of rhyme. Setting aside the re
touched plays, we fin d  on the l i s t  one tragedy, two 
h istor ies , and four i f  not fiv e  comedies, which the 
least c r i t ic a l  reader would attribute to this f i r s t  
epoch of work. In three of these comedies rhyme can 
hardly be said to be beaten; that is ,  the rhyming 
scenes are on the whole equal to the unrhymed in

^-Algernon C. Swinburne, A Study o f  Shakespeare 
(4th ed .; London: Chatto & Windus, 1902), p. 16.

2 I b i d . , p. 14.
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power and beauty. In the single tragedy, and in 
one o f the two h istor ies , we may say that rhyme 
figh ts hard fo r  l i f e ,  but is undeniably worsted; 
that is , they contain as to quantity a large pro
portion of rhymed verse, but as to quality the 
rhymed part bears no proportion whatever to the 
unrhymed. 1

The Second period is ca lled  "Comic and H istoric ."
The second period is that of perfection in 

comic and h istor ic  s ty le . The f in a l heights and 
depths of tragedy, with a l l  it s  reach of thought 
and a l l  its  pulse o f passion, are yet to be scaled 
and sounded; but to this stage belongs the specia l 
quality of fa u ltle ss , joyous, fa c i le  command upon 
each faculty  required o f the presiding genius fo r  
service or fo r  sport. I t  is  in the middle period 
of his work that the language of Shakespeare is 
most limpid in its  fu lln ess , the style most pure, 
the thought most transparent through the close and 
luminous raiment of perfect expression. The con
ce its  and crudities of the f i r s t  stage are out
grown and cast aside; the harshness and obscurity 
which at times may strike us as among the notes of 
his third manner have as yet no place in the flaw
less work of this second stage. That which has to 
be said is not yet too great f o r  perfection of ut
terance; passion has not yet grappled with thought 
in so close and fie rce  an embrace as to strain and 
rend the garment of'w ords, though stronger and 
subtler than ever was woven of human speech.
Neither in his f ir s t  nor in his last stage would 
the style of Shakespeare, even were i t  possible by 
study to reproduce i t ,  be of i t s e l f  a perfect and 
blameless model; but hia middle sty le , that in 
which the typical plays of his second period are 
written, would be, if  i t  were possible to imitate, 
the most absolute pattern that could be set before 
man. I do not speak of mere cop y ist ’ s work, the 
parasitic knack of reta ilin g  cast phrases, tricks 
and turns of accent, cadences and catchwords proper 
only to the natural manner of the man who f i r s t  
came by in stin ct upon them, and by in stin ct put them 
to use ; I speak o f that fa ith fu l and fr u it fu l d is - 
cip lesh ip  of love with which the highest among poets 
and the most orig inal among workmen have naturally 
been always the f i r s t  to study and the most earnest

1Ibid., p. 35.
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to fo llow  the footsteps of their greatest pre
cursors in that kind. And this only high and 
profitable form o f study and d iscip lesh ip  can 
set before i t s e l f ,  even in the work of Shake
speare, no pattern so perfect, no model so ab
solu te, as is afforded by the sty le  or manner 
of his second p eriod .!

Hamle t is the bridge be tween the middle of Swin- 
bum e’ s divisions and the fin a l period, "Tragic and Ro
mantic ."

The entrance to the th ird period of Shakespeare 
is like the entrance to that lo s t  and lesser Para
dise o f old , "With dreadful faces thronged, and 
fie ry  arms." Lear, O thello, Macbeth, Coriolanu3 ,
An tony, Timon, these are names indeed of something 
more than tragic purport. Only in the sunnier d is 
tance beyond, where the sunset of Shakespeare’ s 
imagination seems to melt or flow back into the sun
rise , do we discern Prospero beside Miranda, F lo r i- 
zel by Perdita, Palamon with A rcite, the same 
knightly and kindly Duke Theseus as of o ld ; and 
above them a l l ,  and a l l  others of his divine and 
human children, the crowning and fin a l and in e f
fable figure of Imogen.2

. . .  In the greater part of this third period, 
taking a sw ift and general view of i t  f o r  contrast 
or comparison of qualities with the second, we con
stantly find beauty and melody transfigured into 
harmony and sublimity; an exchange unquestionably 
fo r  the better: but in certain stages, or only per
haps in a single stage of i t ,  we frequently find 
humour and rea lity  supplanted by realism and ob
scen ity; an exchange undeniably fo r  the worse.3

There is no real disagreement here against the 
four period d iv ision , fo r  Swinburne includes the fourth 1 2

1I b id ., pp. 66-63.
2Ib id . , p. 170.
3I b i d . , p. 193.
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period in his third.

Of these the three ch ief periods or stages are 
so unmistakably indicated by the mere text i t s e l f ,  
and so easily  recognisable by the veriest tiro  in 
the school of Shakespeare, that even were I as ce r 
tain of being the f i r s t  to point them out as I am 
conscious of having long since discovered and v eri
f ie d  them without assistance o r  suggestion from any 
but Shakespeare himself, I should be disposed to 
claim but l i t t l e  cred it  fo r  a discoveiy which must 
in a l l  likelihood have been foresta lled  by the com
mon insight of some hundred or more students in 
time past. The d if f ic u lty  begins with the rea lly  
debatable question of subdivisions. There are ce r 
tain play3 which may be said to hang on the border
land between one period and the next, with one fo o t  
lingering and one advanced; and these must be 
classed according to the dominant note o f their 
s ty le , the greater or lesser proportion of quali
ties proper to the e a r lie r  or the later stage of 
thought and writing. At one time I was inclined 
to think the whole catalogue more accurately d iv is 
ible into four classes; but the line o f demarcation 
between the third and fourth would have been so much 
fa in ter  than those which ma rk o f f  the f i r s t  period 
from the second, and the second from the third, that 
i t  seemed on the whole a more correct and adequate 
arrangement to assume that the last period might be 
subdivided i f  necessary into a f ir s t  and second 
stage. •*■

In 1885 Richard Grant White, the editor of the 
Riverside Edition of Shakespeare’ s works, grouped a num
ber of his Shakespearean studies into one volume. White 
divided, fo r  his convenient purpose, the a r t ic le , "On

i

Îb id . , pp. 1-227: F irst period, "Lyric and Fan
ta stic " ; T it . ,  H6A., Rom. , R2. ,  Mids . , R3. , E rr., ILL. ,
Gent. , H6B. , H6C. Second period, "Comic and H istoric": 
John., H8., H4A.,  H4B., H5., W iv., Shr., A l ls . ,  Merch., 
As. ,  Ado. , Tw., Caes. ,  Hml. Third period, "Tragic and 
Romantic": L r . , Oth., Mcb., Cor., Ant. , T ro il. , Meas., 
P er., Tim. , Tnk. , Tp., Wint. , Cymb.
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Reading Shakespeare," into three periods. These d iv i
sions in themselves do not represent a valid  test of 
Shakespeare’ s development because they are primarily the 
basis for  a subjective cr itic ism  and discussion fo r  a 
partia l number o f Shakespeare’ s total plays. Although 
White does not submit a chronological order or dates fo r  

the plays, he nevertheless admits this process of d iv i
sions as expedient.

Our examination of Shakespeare’ s plays, in search 
of a course of reading them which, follow ing the or
der of their production, would enable us to trace the 
development of his mind as a poet, a playwright, and 
a philosophical observer o f human nature, has led us 
to the time when he entered upon the composition of 
his remarkable series of h is to r ica l p lays.1

In 1900 appeared Shakespeare’ s Life and Work by 
Sidney Lee, the ed itor of The Dictionary of National B i- 
ography. Lee maintains that Shakespe&re’ s art was imper
sonal and therefore detaches the poet’ s writings from his 
l i f e .  A fiv e  period division  is proposed by the writer 
in the study of Shakespeare’ s development as a dramatic 
a r t is t . This d iv ision  by Lee, unfortunately, is based 
upon his own erroneous chronological l is t in g  of the plays.

But subject-m atter and metre both afford rough 
clues to the period in his career to which each play 
may be referred. In his early plays the s p ir it  of 
comedy or tragedy appears in its  sim plicity ; as his

•’•Richard Giant White, Studies in Shakespeare 
(Boston: Houghton M ifflin  Co., 1885}, p. 19.
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powers gradually matured he depicted l i fe  in its  
most complex involutions, and portrayed with mas
terly  insight the subtle gradations o f human senti
ment and the mysterious workings of human passion. 
Comedy and tragedy are gradually blended; and his 
work fin a lly  developed a pathos such as could only 
come of ripe experience. Similarly the metre under
goes emancipation from the hampering restraints of 
fixed  rule and becomes fle x ib le  enough to respond 
to every phase of human fe e lin g . But, while Shake
speare’ s achievement from the beginning to the end 
of his career offers clearer evidence than that of 
any other w riter of genius o f the steady and o r 
derly growth o f his poetic fa cu lty , some allowance 
must be made fo r  ebb and flow  in the current o f  his 
a r t is t ic  progress. Early work occasionally a n t ic i
pates features that become habitual to late work, 
and late work at times embodies traits that are 
mainly iden tified  with early work.1

The f i r s t  period contains the "Early Dramatic 
Work" from 1591 to 1594. The second period, "the De
velopment of Dramatic Power," extends from 1594 to 1598. 
The third period is Shakespeare’ s "Maturity of Genius" 
from 1599 to 1603. The fourth period represents "the 
Highest Themes of Tragedy" from 1604 to 1609. The f i f t h  
period, "the Latest Plays," from 1610 to 1613 completes 
the d iv ision .^

^Sidney Lee, Shakespeare’ s L ife and Work (Hew 
York: Macmillan Co., 1900), pp. 29-30.

pIb id ., pp. v i i i - x i :  F irst period, "Early Dra
matic Work" (1591-1594): ILL., 1591; Gent. , 1591; E rr. ,
1592; Rom., 1592; H6A. , H6B. , H6C. , 1592; R3., 1593; R2., 
1593; T it ., 1593; Merch. , 1594; John., 1594. Second 
period, "The Development of Dramatic Power" (1594-1598): 
Mids. ,  1594-1595; A lls ♦, 1595; Shr. , 1595; H4A., H4B. . 
1597; Wiv. , 1597; H5., 1598. Third period, "Maturity of 
Genius" (1599-160317 Ado. ,  1599; As.., 1599; Tw., 1600;
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I t  is Lee’ s s p l it  (1594-1598 and 1599-1603) of 
the conventional Bowden second period d ivision  of Shake
speare’ s works (1595-1601) which constitutes the major 
disagreement with the traditional pattern.* 1

Walter Raleigh in 1907 wrote a Biography of 
Shakespeare f o r  the "English Men of Letters" series. The 
author cautions the reader upon adhering too s tr ic t ly  to 
the certainty of periods resu lting from a chronological 
order. Although Raleigh presents no chronological order, 
dates, or labels fo r  the plays, he agrees to a four pe
riod division where plays of the same type sim ilarly f a l l  
within the same period of his l i f e .

Endless labour has been spent on the task, and 
although, in this question, as in a ll  others con
nected with Shakespeare, there is a tendency to 
overstate the certainty o f the resu lts, yet results 
of value have been obtained. Plays of the same type 
have been shown to fa l l  within the same period of 
his l i f e .  His early boisterous comedies and his 
prentice-work on h istoiy  are follow ed by his joyous 
comedies and mature H istories; these again by his 
Tragedies and painful Comedies; and la st, at the 
close of his career, he reverts to Comedy, but 
Comedy so unlike the former kind, that modem

Cae^s., 1601; Hml. , 1602; T ro il . , 1603. Fourth period, 
"The Highest Themes of Tragedy" (1604-1609): 0 th ., 1604- 
Meas., 1604; Mcb., 1606; L r . , 1607; Tim., 1608^“ Per., 
1608; Ant. , 1608; Cor. , 1609. F ifth  period, "The Latest 
Plays" (1610-1613): Cymb.,  1610; Wint. , 1611; Tp., 1611; 
Tnk., 1613; H8., 1613.

1ib id . : The minor disagreements are the chrono
log ica l positions of Rom. , R2., and particularly Alls .
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cr itic ism  has been compelled to invent another 
name fo r  these f in a l  plays, and has ca lled  them 
Romances.1

Raleigh then concludes:
There is no escape from the broad lines of 

this c la s s if ica t io n . Ho single plan can be 
proved to f a l l  out of the company of its  own 
kind.* 2

In 1909 Frank Harris fashioned a dithyrambic 
dissertation  upon The Man Shakespeare; And His Tragic 
L ife -S tory . The work, which runs rampant with the l i 
cense afforded the personal heresy, is en tire ly  subjec
tive . The author o ffers  no chronological order, dates, 
or labels fo r  the plays he probes. Harris assigns to 
the plays of Shakespeare a three period d iv is ion . This 
is ,  however, only a verbal departure from the Dowden 
four period pattern because Harris sees in this middle 
period of Shakespeare a natural break beginning with 
the year 1600.

Shakespeare began the work of l i f e  as a ly r ic  
poet. I t  was to be expected, therefore, that when 
he took up playwriting he would use the play from 
time to time as an opportunity fo r  a ly r ic , and in 
fa c t  this was his constant habit. From the begin
ning to the end of his career he was as much a ly ric  
poet as a dramatist. His f i r s t  comedies are feeble 
and thin in c ha rac ter-dr awing and the ly r ica l sweet
ness is everywhere predominant. His apprenticeship

^Walter Raleigh, Shakespeare (Hew York: Macmillan 
C o., 1907), pp. 130-31.

2 lb id .
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period may be said to have closed with his f i r s t  
tragedy, “Romeo and J u lie t ."  I am usually content 
to fo llow  Mr. Fum ival’ s "Trial Table of the order 
of Shakespeare’ s P lays," in which "Richard I I . , "  
"Richard I I I . , "  and "King John" are a l l  placed 
la ter  than "Romeo and J u lie t ,"  and yet included in 
the f i r s t  period that stretches from 1585 to 1595.

The period of Shakespeare’ s maturity defines 
i t s e l f  sharply; i t  stretches from 1595 to 1608 and 
fa l ls  naturally into two parts; the f ir s t  part in
cludes the trilogy  "Heniy IV." and "Henry V ." and 
his golden comedies; the second, from 1600 to 1608, 
is entirely  f i l l e d  with his great tragedies. The 
characteristic of this period, so fa r  as regards 
the instrument, is that Shakespeare has come to 
understand the proper function o f prose. He sees 
f i r s t  that i t  is the only language suited to broad 
comedy, and goes on to use i t  in moments of sudden 
excitement, or when dramatic tiu th to character 
seems to him a l l  important. At his best he uses 
blank verse when some emotion sings i t s e l f  to him, 
and prose as the ordinary language of l i f e ,  the 
language of surprise, laughter, s t r i fe ,  and of 
a ll  the commoner fee lin g s . During these twelve 
or fourteen years the ly r ic  note is not obtrusive; 
i t  is usually subordinated to character and suited 
to ac ti on.

His third and last period begins with "Perdita" 
and ends with "The Tempest"; i t  is characterized, 
as we sha ll see la ter , by bodily weakness and by a 
certain contempt fo r  the dramatic f i c t io n .  But 
the knowledge of the instrument once acquired never 
l e f t  Shakespeare. I t  is true that the ly ric  note 
becomes increasingly clear in his late comedies; 
but prose too is used by him with the same mastery 
that he showed in his maturity.

In the f i r s t  period Shakespeare was often un
able to give his puppets individual l i f e ;  in ma
turity he was interested in the puppets themselves 
and used them with considerable a r t is t iy ; in the 
third period he had grown a l i t t l e  weary of them 
and in "The Tempest" showed himself inclined, ju st 
as Goethe in la ter  l i fe  was inclined , to turn his 
characters into symbols or types.l 1

1Frank Harris, The Man Shakespeare: And His 
Tragic L ife-Story (New York; M itchell Kennerley , 1909), 
pp. 127-29.
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In 1936 John Middleton Murry asserts in his work 
Shakespeare that the plays of the poet are divided into 
three parts.

Shakespeare*s theatrical career fa lls  naturally 
into three parts: the f i r s t ,  from a problematic 
1585 to 1592; then, leaving out a year or so fo r  
the poems and the plague years, the second, from 
1594 to 1602, by which time Hamlet was in its  f i 
nal fonn; the third from 1603 to 1611. The eight 
plays we have named above fthe three parts of 
Henry VI, Titus Andronicus, The Comedy of Errors,
The Taming o f  the Shrew, The Two Gentlemen of 
Verona, Rich ar d I I I  Tbe 1 ong to the f i r s t  period; 
O thello, Macbeth, Lear, Timon, T roilus, Coriolanus, 
Antony and Cleopatra, Cymbeline, The Winter’ s Tale 
and The Tempest to the third; and a l l  the rest to 
the second. Eight plays in the f i r s t  period of 
seven years, seventeen plays in the second period 
of eight years; ten (or eleven i f  we add various 
fragments) in the third period of e ight years.
The proportions seem eminently natural. The point 
of this simple arithmetical d istribution  is merely 
to show that the number of plays, namely eight, 
which we are compelled, on grounds of sty le , to as
sign to Shakespeare *s apprenticeship, before the 
end of 1592, is roughly what we should expect, by 
two other lines o f . reasoning: f i r s t ,  because Shake
speare^ production by 1592 must have been enough 
to ju s tify  Greene’ s warning to the scholar-play
wrights that their occupation was gone; second be
cause in the case o f a professional w riter like 
Shakespeare we expect a fa ir ly  harmonious curve of 
production. I f  we suppose that during the f i r s t  
three years of his novitiate he wrote nothing, but 
was simply busy with the e f fo r t  to establish  him
s e lf  anyhow in the theatre, we arrive a t two plays 
a year f o r  the four years 1589-92, just over two 
plays a year fo r  the eight years 1594-1602, and 
one and a quarter plays a year f o r  the eight years
1603-11.1

■*-John Middleton Murry, Shake3peare (Hew York: 
Harcourt, Brace and Go., 1936), p. 44.
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The author therefore does not divide the third 
period, tragedies and problem comedies, of 1601-1608 
from the dramatic romances o f 1608-1613.

When Muriy begins to treat "Shakespeare’ s Dream" 
in Chapter XVIII, the last plays of Shakespeare: P ericles, 
Cymbeline, The Winter’ s Tale, and The Tempest, the c r i t i c  

consciously refers to the transition of the aforementioned 
plays from those of the preceding type.

"Shakespeare’ s f in a l p eriod "--is  i t  a myth?
I have played the sceptic to my b e lie f as stub
bornly as I can. I have le t  myself be h a lf-p er
suaded by Lytton Strachey's suggestion of "t ired 
ness and boredom"; but I have looked fo r  the e v i
dences, and found none.l

In 1941 appeared the Art and Life of William 
Shakespeare by Hazel ton Spencer of Johns Hopkins Univer- 

This author advances a f  ive period d iv ision  as a 
medium of his study. "-The La-urel Root" expresses the 
biographical data concerning Shakespeare’ s b irth , youth 
and earliest plays from 1564 to 1592.2 "The Winning of 
London" (1592-1594) includes, with the plays of the pre
vious division  mentioned, the usual f i r s t  period end of 
Shakespeare’ s apprenticeship. During this period he rose

l lb id . ,  p. 319.

^Hazelton Spencer, The Art and L ife of William 
Shakespeare (Hew York: Harcourt, Brace and Co“ "Ï941 ) 
pp. 3-18.



82

in his profession among competent riva ls .^  The "Soul of 
the Age" (1594-1603) shows Shakespeare’ s prosperity and 
the development of his plays until E lizabeth’ s death.^ 

"The Laurel Bough" (1603-1611) combines the customary 
third and fourth period o f Shakespeare’ s mightiest works

3
which were composed a fter  the accession of James I .
"The Grave and the Book" (1611-1623) represents the com
pletion of the two fin a l plays, The Two Noble Kinsmen 
and King Henry the Eighth, Shakespeare’ s death, and the 
publication of the F irst F olio  by Heminge and Condell.4

Spencer then conveniently groups the plays, fo r  
a detailed study of each, according to types. This c la s 
s if ica t io n  conforms only roughly with the conventional 
four period d iv ision  of Dowden.5 1 2 * 4

1Ib id . ,  pp. 18-39.
2Ib id . , pp. 39-65.
5Ib id . , pp. 65-75.
4Ib id . , pp. 75-89.

^Ibid. , pp. 128-383: "The Experimental Comedies," 
E rr ., Shr.,  Gent. , LLL. "Early H istories ," H6A.,  H6B.,
H6C.,  R3., John. , R2. "Later H istories ,"  H4A. , H4B.,  H5., 
H8. "Trial Flights in Tragedy," T it . , Rom. , Caes. "His 
Best Comedies," Mids., Merch. , Ado., As., Tw., Wiv. 
"R ealistic Comedies," T ro il. , A l ls . ,  Meas. "TheTFour 
Great Tragedies," Hml. , Oth. , L r . , Mob. "Last Trage
d ie s ,"  Ant. , Cor. , Tim. "His Dramatic Romances," Per., 
Cymb. , l i n t . , T£., Tnk.
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In 1948 G. B. Harriaon of Queen’ s University in 
Ontario edits the work Shakespeare: 23 Plays and the Son

ne ta , wherein he notes, in his "General Introduction," the 
development of Shakespeare’ s art. Harrison, however, 
modifies the usual four period d ivision  to include his 

interpretation o f one phase o f  Shakespeare’ s development, 
that of poetic s ty le . In the use of this lim ited appli
cation , the periods o f d iv ision  are labeled "Early," 
"Balanced," "Overflowing," and "F inal." The chronologi
ca l dates assigned to this partial l is t in g  o f Shake
speare’ s plays do not correspond accurately with those of 
E. K. Chambers.1 The only s ig n ifica n t departure from the 
Dowden pattern, however, is Harrison’ s "Balanced" period 

of 1597 to 1603 which comprises, according to the author’ s 
dates, the plays from Heniy IY to King Lear.

Harrison explains the transition of style imme
diately  preceding and follow ing this "Balanced Period":

The Early Period passed gradually into the 
Balanced Period. At a l l  times Shakespeare wrote

■̂ G. B. Harrison (e d .) , Shakespeare: 23 Plays and 
the Sonne ta (Hew York: Harcourt, Brace and Co., 1948), 
pp. 67-73: F irst period: H6A., H6B. , H6C. . R 3., 1592- 
1593; T it . , LLL. , 1588-1596; Gent. , E rr., Shr. , Rom. , 
1594-1595; Mida. ,  1594-1595; R2. , 1594-1595. Second 
period (1597-1603): Merch. , 1595-1596; H4A., 1597; H4B.,  
1598; Ado. , 1598; H5. ,  1599; Wiv. , A s., 1599; Caes. ,
1594; Hml. , 1600-1601; Tw., 1600-1601; T ro il . , 1603;
Me as ♦, 1603; Alla . ,  Oth. , 1603. Third period: J-r., 1606; 
Mcb. , 1606; Ant., 1607-1608; Co_r., 1607-1609. Fourth 
period: Wint. , 1610-1611; Tja., 1611.
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magnificent passages of poetry, Put in the early 
plays the aet piece is noticeably fin e r  than its  
surroundings; in the later plays the whole e f fe c t  
is  more even, and the dialogue is less concerned 
with fine 3ayings than with what is immediately 
appropriate to the scene. The main difference be
tween the Barly and the Balanced styles ia that as 
Shakespeare *s experience deepened, hia power of ex
pression grew. Speeches are now written as a whole, 
in one sweep; run-on lines become more common, and 
though the formal pattern of the verse remains, the 
stresses no longer t ick  like an ill-balanced  grand
father c lo c k .1

The Balanced Period lasted from Henry IV to 
O thello, roughly from 1597 to 1603. . . . During 
ibis time Shakespeare’ s own experience of l i f e  was 
deepening and his power of expression expanding.
By the end he could write speeches which were not 
only fu l l  of the subtlest characterization but, by 
their choice of vocabulary and rhythm, could ex
press the whole nature of the speaker. . . . 2

When he came to write Lear, Shakespeare was 
again experimenting with language. By this time 
his thoughts and fee lin gs were coming too thick 
and powerful f o r  balanced expression. He entered 
into an Overflowing Period. The metrical line and 
the formal scheme of fiv e  stresses to the line were 
often neglected, f̂he thought became too intense 
fo r  clear, log ica l expression; the idea in Shake
speare’ s mind did not always travel along the usual 
conductor of grammatical sentences, but leapt 
across in some mighty image which only laborious 
paraphrase can reduce to everyday speech. . . .3

At the end of his career, Shakespeare reached 
a Pinal Period, shown particularly in his last 
play, The Tempest, where he achieved perfect mas
tery and balance between thought phrase and meaning.4

^ b i d . , p. 69
2I b id ., p. 70
3I b id . , p. 71
4I b id . , p. 72
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The conclusion drawn, therefore, is that Harri
son has fo r  convenience merely combined the second and 
f i r s t  half of the third periods to illu stra te  the con

vergence of Shakespeare’ s poetic style from the years of 
1597 to 1603.

In 1948, A Literary History of England was edited 
by Albert C. Baugh. The section  devoted to the Renais

sance (1500-1660) was given to the able scholar, Tucker 
Brooke of Yale University fo r  cr itic ism . Brooke divides 

Shakespeare’ s dramatic works into two main d ivisions, 
Elizabethan (Chapter XII of Part I I , "Shakespeare to 
1603") and Jacobean (Chapter I of Part I I I , "Shakespeare 
Under James"). The Elizabethan phase of Shakespeare’ s 
work3 extends from the year 1590 to 1603.

The best way to bring into focus the m ultifold 
a ct iv it ie s  of his f i r s t  dozen years is to view 
them as e fforts  to acquire the various "s k ills "  of 
his profession .1

Brooke then treats the plays of this f i r s t  era according 
to types. The f i r s t  group is "His Im itations": The 
Comedy of Errors, from Plautus; The Two Gentlemen of 
Verona, from Munday and Greene; Love’ s Labor’ s L ost, 
from Ingleby; and Henry VI, from Peele and Marlowe. "The

•^Tucker Brooke, "The Renaissance (1500-1660),"
A Literary History o f England, ed. by Albert C. Baugh 
(New York: Apple ton-Century-Crof t s , In c ., 1948), p. 523.



86

History Plays« include Richard I I I , Richard I I , the two 
parts of Henry IV, Henry V, and Henry V III .

The development of his style can be most clearly  
traced in the succession of his history plays. They 
are the most numerous group in his early period, and 
one need seek no other reasons fo r  this than simply 
that they were the most popular type of drama in the 
1590*8 and in tr in sica lly  the least d i f f ic u lt  to con
strue t . 1

For the development of Shakespeare’ s comedy Brooke states
Shakespeare’ s comedies, though they, of course, 

illustrate  the general improvement of his style dur
ing the decade from 1590 to 1600, show no such con
stant progress as the h is to r ie s . They are, indeed, 
remarkably heterogeneous in pattern.^

The comedies Midsummer Night’ a Dream, The Mer
chant of Venice are contrasted by Brooke with the farces, 
The Taming of the Shrew, and Merry #ivea of Windsor. 
Brooke then in itia tes  a middle period o f 1599 to 1601 
which he names «The Essex Period.« The dates of this 

period are usually included in the la tte r  years of the 
second pattern.

The period from the middle of 1599 to 1601, that 
is , from Essex’ s departure to Ireland t i l l  his i l l -  
omened insurrection, shows Shakespeare’ s career 
traversing a kind o f plateau. I t  was in general a 
period of suspended a ctiv ity  and indecision. The 
three great comedies of these years seem in their 
very t it le s  to express a sort of carelessness;
Much Ado About Nothing, As You Like I t , and V/hat You 
■! i l l  ( i  . e . ,  Twe I f  th E ight). Carelessness has seldom

^I b i d . , pp. 523-24.

2 Ib id . , pp. 524-25.
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"been ao fru it fu l of deligh t. They are eacape3 from 
thinking, anodynes against worry, inclin ing heavily 
to prose in their s ty le , and in their themes savor
ing more of the world of pleasant fancy than the 
world of strong imagination.

Thus, by the end o f ^ueen Elizabeth ’ s reign, 
Shakespeare had brought his writing of English h is 
tory plays to a c lose , having developed that type 
to the lim it of its  a r t is t ic  p o s s ib ilit ie s ; while 
in comedy he was floa tin g  in dead water, exploiting 
his elegant connoisseurship and for the moment con
tent to take his p ro fits  as a public ente rta in er.

At this point Brooke retraces his steps and looks upon
the tragedies to this point: Titus Andronicus, Romeo and
J u lie t , and Julius Caesar. Brooke bridges the Elizabethan
era and the Jacobean with the play Haralet.

Hamlet, which in Shakespeare’ s mature version 
seems to date from about 1601, and may owe a good 
deal to the appalling tragedy of Essex in that year, 
is a play of far greater philosophical density than 
anything that had preceded i t .  The Elizabethan 
Shakespeare had acquired an unrivalled s k i l l  in play- 
cra ft  and a sty le  yet more unequaled; but, except in 
his greatest sonnets, he had hitherto hardly 
scratched the surface of his mind. He had done his 
worldly task and ta ’ en his wages; and when Elizabeth 
died, he faced the new era, as one might say, with 
only Hamlet in his s c r ip .2

How with the works of Shakespeare written under the reign 
of James I ,  Brooke suggests:

. . . though skepticism is recommended toward 
most modern attempts to read p o lit ic s  into Shake
speare, there is every reason to suppose that the 
death of the young and romantic Essex, involving 
also Southampton’ s p er il and disgrace, was a more

1I b i d . ,  pp. 525 -26 .

2I b i d . , p. 529.
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important dividing line in the dram atists progress 
than the death of the old Q,ueen twenty-five months 
la ter . Essex’ s attempted uprising may have been a 
puny thing, "but i t  marked with ghastly cons pic uo us- 
ne3s the breach of a l l  the loy a lties  which the poet, 
and indeed his whole generation, has held unassail
able .

Shakespeare’ s Elizabethan period really ended 
with the sunny comedies, of which Twelfth Night is 
the la st, and the questioning s p ir it  which we may 
ca ll  Jacobean is strong in the play that most im
mediately followed Hamlet, that is ,  Troilus and 
Cressida. This was registered fo r  publication, 
February 7, 1603, a few weeks before E lizabeth ’ s 
death, and is  most naturally grouped with the "prob- 
lera comedies,” Measure fo r  Measure and A l l ’ s Well 
That Ends We 11.1

The next plays that fo llow  are "The Great Tragic Triad."
The three great tragedies of O thello, Lear and 

Mac be th stand very close  together, and apart from 
everything which preceded, in their assertion that 
the world is f u l l  of inscrutable and absorbingly 
interesting e v il .^

The romanesque plays Antony and Cleopatra, Coriolanus, 
and Timon of Athens end the third period. "The Last 
Plays," P er ic le s , Cymbe lin e , The Winter’ s Tale, and The 

Tempest contain the traditional four period group.
He never wrote anything so dark or cynical as 

to hide his pious fa ith  that the good elements in 
l i f e  are enduring and constructive, while the e v il 
must by their nature reform themselves or perish .3 1

1Ib id . , p. 533. 
2lb id . , p. 535. 
3I b id . , p. 540.
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The most recent work of the noted w riter, Ivor 
Brown, is a biography of Shakespeare which appeared in 
1949. Brown applies the personal heresy by interpreting 
the development of Shakespeare’ s dramatic art through his 
l i f e .  Brown develops fo r  his dramatic periods of d iv i-

f

sion what he terms the "Seven Ages of Man."

I t  is no part o f this book’ s purpose to fo llow  
Shakespeare’ s output year by year, analysing and 
assessing the growth of his genius and the scope of 
his pe rfomance . That has been done a thousand 
times. Nor sh a ll I try to date the plays. In or
der to date them scholars have incessantly worked 
away at the internal a llusions, tricks of s ty le , 
verbal usage, m etrical tests and 3o on. From this 
a certain rough agreement as to the age groups of 
the plays has been reached, but there is not, and 
cannot be without new evidence, certainty as to 
the exact year in which the plays were thought out, 
worked upon, and produced upon the stage. . . .

But i t  is important fo r  the understanding of the 
manfs l i f e ,  the change of his outlook, and the work
ing of hi3 mind that we should have a general time
table of his achievement during the three decades ly 
ing between his a rriv a l in London and his death in 
Stratford. I shall therefore attempt a b rie f summary 
of his work, setting i t  out in seven d iv ision s. This 
grouping can indicate and express the forces  that 
shaped his mood and method, his sway of happiness and 
su ffering , his changing valuations--for he had no sim
ple, single , easily detailed creed of f i r s t  and last 
things--and hi3 response to the charms and terrors 
which l i f e  in the c ity  and countryside held out to 
him from time to time. . . . * 2 '

So here are three factors governing the develop
ment of Shakespeare’ s work. The f i r s t  is economic,

• Îvor Brown, Shakes pea re (Garden City: Doubleday 
& Co., In c ., 1949), p. 127.

2Ibid.
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the second is professional, the third is personal. 
He wrote fo r  himself, as a professional theatre 
worker with an eye to a competence: he wrote f o r  a 
«cry of players” with whom he was associated, in 
friendship and finance, from f ir s t  to la s t : and he 
wrote as a man of fe e lin g , intensely susceptible 
to beauty, to passion, and to nature, easily  and 
overwhelmingly h orrified  by the b estia lity  of man, 
and yet easily  restored to calm and happiness by 
”a fancy from a f lo w e r -b e ll .” I f  we bear these 
three traits and conditions in mind, we sha ll bet
ter understand the various ages of the man. . . .^

Brown’ s f ir s t  two d iv ision s, "Johannes Factotum” 
(1587-1592) and "L yrica l” (1592-1596), when combined are 
comparable to Bowden’ s f i r s t  pe riod, "In the Y/orkshop."

Variety is the keynote o f the f i r s t  Shake
spearean phase. His early ro le , we have seen, was 
that o f Johannes Factotum, Jac k -o f-a ll-tra d es  .
. . . What, then, had been the ch aracteristics and 
accomplishments of the Johannes Fac to turn period, 
which I date from 1587 and the closing of the play
houses in the summer o f 1592? . . . The work gen
era lly  attributed to this period is Henry V I, Parts 
1, 2, 3, Titus Andronicus, The Comedy of E rrors,
The Taming of the Shrew, Richard I I I , and The Two 
Gentlemen of Verona. The marks o f the period are 
an increasing mastery of rhetorica l force (this 
culminates in Richard I I I ), decreasing crudity 
(The Two Gentlemen o f Wrona offers more polished, 
i f  less exciting, company than do the two pairs of 
twins in The Comedy of Errors), and a slowly grow
ing realization of the author’ s ly r ica l genius.
The Two Gentlemen is a transition play. . . . 2

So to Age Two. This was the Lyrical Period. 
I t  ran from 1592-1593 to 1596. Its principal 
products were: Love’ s Labour’ s L ost, Romeo and 
J u lie t , A Midsummer Hight’ s Dream, and The Mer- 
chant of Venice. . . . Common to a l l  the work

1I b i d . ,  p. 130.

2I b i d . , pp. 130-33 .
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of Age Two is a new pursuit o f beauty in words: 
the influence of Marlowe is le ss : the rhetoric is 
reduced: where once was crackling f ir e  there is 
now radiant ligh t as w ell: loveliness continually 
breaks in . The author one fe e ls ,  is  a happy man, 
se lf-con fiden t, conscious of increasing powers and 
of a firm  hold upon his public, sure o f his expand
ing career. His country memories give his comedy 
and prompt the bird song in the woods of Athens 
and Uavarre: his reading and his new acquaintance 
with the big houses and th e ir  scholarship give him 
p lots , a llusions, a Renaissance touch. . . . The 
Lyrical Age of Shakespeare has its  peculiar fa s c i 
nation. I t  is the sweet of the Shakespearean year, 
the proud-pied A pril, the flu sh  of May, the cowslip 
time. The rose of his achievement, with «blood- 
drops burning in the heart of June," was soon to 
come. But there was an interval.^

The third and fourth ages, "H istories" (1596- 
1599) and "High-Fantastical Comedies" (1599-1601), are 
the same as Bowden's "In the World."

Age Three o f William Shakespeare is H istorica l. 
I t  lasts from 1596 to 1599. I t  contains: King John, 
Richard I I , Henry IV, Parts 1, 2, and Henry V.
There may have been some p o lit ic a l urgency behind 
this work. That g i f t  o f a thousand pounds ( if  there 
really  was so vast a subsidy) may have come fo r  
services rendered, through the Chamberlain’ s Company, 
to the Crown. The moral of a l l  Shakespeare’ s h is
tories is that of national so lid a rity  under a mon- 
a rc h . . . .

On the whole i t  is a happy period. But there 
had been the b itte r  lo s s , in August, 1596, of Shake
speare’ s only boy, Haranet, now aged eleven. Since 
1596 is the date generally given to the writing of 
King John. . . , 2

Age Four may be described in Duke Orsino’ s word 
as "High-Fantastical." I t  is a period as superb as

1I b i d . , pp. 135-35 .

2 Ib id . , p. 135.
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short, lasting fo r  about two years a fter 1598.
Its  products were: Much Ado About Nothing, The 
Merry Wives of Windsor, As You Like I t , Twelfth 
Night.

Here are the summits of Shakespearean comedy, 
the work of happy hours, the ly r ica l indulgence of 
romantic dreaming, the marriage of music and of 
wit, incredibly rich in charm of phrase; the mas
ter of cra ft is glorying now in his own assured 
f e r t i l i t y .  There is  a fathomless abundance of 
verbal and metaphorical invention. "So fu l l  of 
shapes is fancy."

Shakespeare was only th irty -s ix  when a ll this 
was accomplished. The last decade’ s work had been 
astounding in its  grasp of human character and 
growth of theatrica l method, in its  blending of 
copious flow with mental quality, in its  speedy 
absorption of l i f e ’ s comedy observed and in the 
no less speedy knack of putting the essential 
f o l l i e s ,  humours, and beauties back onto paper 
and into "the wooden 0" of the player’ s working- 
house. I t  was surely, on the whole, a happy 
decade. Clouds there had been: Hamnet’ s death 
le f t  g rie f to f i l l  the room up o f the absent 
ch ild ; there had been infatuation with some dark, 
false charmer whose story , told in the Sonnets, 
haunts some at least of the plays. There was 
the increasing fear that his friend  and patron, 
Southampton, with his ev il genius, the sp o ilt , 
b r il l ia n t , wayward-Earl of Essex, was embarked 
upon dangerous courses. The town had its  men
aces as well as its  shining hours, its  cruelties 
and corruptions as well as its  enchantments fo r  
the eye ana ear. But the la tte r  were s t i l l  more 
dominant than the former. The scent of l i fe  was 
yet delicate in his n o s tr ils .

Then, with the turn o f the century, there was 
a turn of temper too. The ugliness o f things 
leaped up at Shakespeare: like assassins surround
ing a man from a ll quarters the deadly sins of envy, 
lu st, jealousy, and tyrannical ambition sprang out 
from behind the arras of his happy high-fantastical 
imaginings; they stabbed at his ecstasy in liv in g .
. . . the sun sank sharply in his sky. The p e tt i
ness obscured his laughing outlook on the g l i t t e r 
ing, turbulent panorama of the town. Nor was there 
the old comfort in the country. The earth which 
had been so fa ir  a frame fo r  meadows painted with
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delight "became a pestilent congregation of 
vapours. 1

The f i f t h  and sixth ages, "B itter Comedy" (1601- 
1603) and "Dark Vision" (1600-1608), correspond d irectly  
with Dowden’ s "Out of the Depths."

So we pass from the Fourth Age of High-Fan
tastica l to the F ifth  Age, that o f B itter Comedy. 
This F ifth  overlaps the Sixth, the long, the 
strenuous, and yet superbly inspiring Age of the 
Dark Vision. Hamlet had been written before the 
B itter Comedies were over; but a fte r  the B itter 
there was no comedy at a l l  fo r  half a dozen years, 
and then there came not comedy renewed but fresh 
search fo r  romantic escape. The B itter Comedies 
are : A l l*3 Well That Ends W ell, Troilus and Cres- 
aida, Measure fo r  Measure. They are generally 
¿ated, between Hamlet and O thello, in the opening 
years o f the seventeenth century. . . . Various 
things are noticeable in the B itter Comedies.
They lack zest fo r  l i f e  and they are anti-authori
tarian. The great ones are seen in their small
ness; the c la ss ic  Greeks are robbed of their d ig 
n ity . These classroom heroes, these pets of the 
dominie, Shakespeare seems to say, were no more 
than lechers and brewlers, ju st as the fr ig id  
Claudio was no better than a burning debauchee, 
indeed worse because o f his snow broth of hypoc
r is y .2

The Sixth Age of Shakespeare records the Dark 
Vision amid which comedy a t  last becomes impossible 
and only the blackest tragedy w ill  su ffice  fo r  his 
beating mind. This phase begins with Hamlet. I 
have so fa r  made no mention of Julius Caesar, which 
seems to mark the transition to the sombre view of 
l i f e .  Some h igh-fantastica l comedy did follow  i t  
and i t  does not f i t  easily  into any grouping of the 
plays. . . . This Age of the Dark Vision lasted 
(with some overlapping of other phases) nearly ten

1I b i d . , pp. 136 -39 .

2 I b i d . , p. 139.



94

years. But fo r  the tremendous tragedies which 
i t  yielded the pace was necessarily slower and the 
fa c i l i t y ,  which had yielded two or even three plays 
a year amid a l l  the other theatrical resp on sib ili
ties of management as well as the labours o f acting, 
now suffered some abatement. The pieces of this age 
are; Julius Caesar, Hamlet, 0 th e llo , Macbeth, King 
Lear, Timon of Athens, Cpriolanus, and Antony and 
Cleopatra. The last of these is a transition play: 
its  magnificent study of human extravagance, end of 
power squandered fo r  passion’ s sake, ends with a 
kind of serenity not to be discovered in Timon,
Lear, or O thello.

The great tragedies from Othello onwards take 
the major vices in turn, jealousy, lust of power, 
vanity and cruelty , ingratitude, pride, and lust 
of sex, and put them under the magnifying glass 
that Shakespeare’ s genius provided. Into them he 
poured some speeches of world-hatred that are a l
most without para lle l in the whole history of pes- 
s imism.1

The last age, "Fancy Free" (1608-1613), contains 
the very plays o f Bowden’ s "On the Heights."

So we reach the la st phase of a l l ,  which may 
be described as Fancy Free. I t  yielded from 1608- 
1613: P ericles, Cymbeline, The Winter’ s Tale, and 
Henry V III.a

Upon examination, the divisions of Shakespeare’ s 
work by Brown reveal that his f i r s t  s ix  ages are basically 
the Dowden f ir s t  three period pattern subdivided into 
types. The last period o f each are identica l.^  1 2 3

1Ib id . , pp. 140-42.
2Ib id . , p. 143.
3Ib id ., pp. 205-96: F irst period, "Johannes Fac

totum" (1587-1592): H6A., H6B., H6C.,  T it ., E rr., Shr., 
R3. , Gent. Second period, "Lyrical" (1592-1596): LLL.. 
Rom. , Kida. ,  Merch. Third period, "H istories" (1596- 
1599): John. , R2., H4A., H4B.,  H5. Fourth period,



95

The last c r i t ic  c ited  in this thesis who treats 
the dramatic growth of Shakespeare is Donald Stauffer, 
of Princeton University. His work, Shakespeare’ s World 
of Images; The Development of His Moral Ideas, is to some 
degree limited "by its  very nature to the general applica
tion of Shakespeare’ s dramatic development. To show this 
development of Shakespeare’ s moral ideas, Stauffer has 

subdivided two o f the four conventional Dowden four pe
riod patterns to illu stra te  better, like images resu lt
ing from their juxtaposition within a given period.^

The chapters, "The Country Mouse," and "The 

School of Love," combined represent the traditional f ir s t  
period (1590-1595).

He set to work like an industrious apprentice. 
Among the f i r s t  plays which his fellow s accredit 
to him were Titus Andronicus and the three chron
ic les  concerning Henry VI. The f ir s t  works of an

"High-Fantast ica l" (1599-1601): Ado., Wiv. ,  As., Tw.
F ifth  period, "B itter Comedy" (1601-1603): A l ls . , T ro il. , 
Me as. Sixth period, "The Dark Vision" (1600-1608): Caes ., 
Hml., Oth. , Mcb., L r. , Tim., Cor. , Ant. Seventh period, 
■‘Fancy Free" (1608-1613): Per. ,  Cymb. , Wint. , Tp. , H8.

■̂ Donald Stauffer, Shakespeare’ s World of Images: 
The Development of His Moral Ideas (Hew York: ¥. V/. Hor
ton & Co., In c. ,  1949), pp. 5-6: "The Country Mouse":
T it . , H6A., H6B., H6C.,  R3. , E rr ., Gent. "The School of 
Love": ILL., Shr. , Wiv. , Mids., Rom. , Merch. "The Garden 
of Eden": Ado., As., Tw., John*» M* > H4A. , H4B., H5.
"The Unweeded Garden": Cae3 ♦, A l ls . ,  Hml., T ro il. , Meas. 
"The Dark Tower": Oth. , Lr. , Mcb. "Roads to Freedom":
Tim. , Ant. , Cor. "A World of Images": Per., Cymb., Wint., 
To. “ *L-  ------
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a rt is t , like the early years of one’ s l i f e  or the 
f ir s t  days in school, remain in his mind because 
of their freshness and novelty and sense of d is 
covery, and have an importance to him fa r  beyond 
their absolute values. The newcomer to London can 
hardly be said to have put his own ideas into 
these early plays, f o r  he had not as yet the con
fidence and experience that could stamp old matters 
with "Shakespeare" as a sea l. Father, he educated 
himself by turning over this assigned material with 
energy and ambition. He grounded his thoughts; he 
directed them almost by accident to themes and 
ideas which were to ripen in his la ter individual 
meditations. 1

The last half of the f i r s t  period is entitled  
"The School of Love."

Shakespeare the poet has now learned the more 
specialized art of the poetic dramatist; how to 
transmute his ideas into actions, symbols, images, 
and complex human characterizations. "I think," 
remarks Lorenzo, "the best grace of wit w ill 
shortly turn into s ile n ce ."  Increasingly, in the 
plays that were to come, Shakespeare employs the 
grace o f his w it to turn his moral convictions, 
not into s ilen ce , but into those imitations of hu
man actions that constitute drama. He knows the 
secret fo r  making an idea walk like a man. In the 
beginning was the word, and out of the word, guided 
by love, he is creating his own world of i m a g e s .2

The plays of Shakespeare’ s second conventional 
period (1595-1600) are a l l  included within the chapter, 
"The Garden of Eden."

This generous, expansive s p ir it  of love domi
nates and d irects the development of Shakespeare’ s 
moral speculation as reflected  in his writings.
He moves steadily toward a greater comprehensiveness

■̂Ib id . , p. 12. 
% b id . , p. 66.
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and. a more perfect recon cilia tion . Purists in 
a ll  ages have reprimanded him fo r  the mixture of 
genres. That he did mix a l l  modes of liv ing  is 
incontrovertible; evidently he found l i t t l e  in ter
est, or l i t t l e  rea lity , in r ig id ly  treating a 
single aspect of existence.

Rather than speak o f the mixture of the genres 
in Shakespeare, i t  would be more accurate to speak 
of th eir wedding. In the period of his development 
when he was w riting his purest comedies and his 
be3t English history plays, this s p ir it  of love 
urges him repeatedly toward reconciliations of his 
highest hopes fo r  what man may be with his widest 
experiences of what man is .^

But here, a t this time, cynicism and satire  are 
harmless; skepticism smiles; tolerance springs from 
good nature and the knowledge that sense, humor, and 
sympathy are bound to win. Reconciliation is uni
versal, and society  is  accepted because i t  affords 
opportunities fo r  yet a larger recon cilia tion . The 
fiend , as Launcelot Gabbo says, is fr ien d ly . The 
real and the ideal are not at odds, because the 
real world changes to gold a t the mere touch of the 
id ea l. The wider the embrace of love, the greater 
its  id ea lity . The old Garden o f  Eden is again at 
hand. And the paradox of Marvell’ s praise of s o l i 
tude is unwoven into the stra ight and happy state
ment: Two Paradises ’ twere in one, to liv e  in Para
d ise— together.* 2 .

The third period of Dowden, "Out of the Depths" 
(1600-1608), is  subdivided by Stauffer into three d iv i
sions for emphasis: "The Unweeded Garden," "The Dark 
Tower," and "Roads to Freedom." The b itte r  comedies and 
the two tragedies Julius Caesar and Hamlet constitute 
the fourth chapter, "The Unweeded Garden."

^Ibid. , p . 68.
2Ib id . , p. 108.
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. . . Without Shakespeare’ s e a r lie r  and long 
continued glad confidence in humanity, this ago
nized revulsion could not have been f e l t  so deeply, 
this reappraisal and readjustment could not have 
shattered the plays into c l i f f s  and chasms, like a 
geologic fa u lt  across this cooling , shrinking 
planet. The Garden of Eden has become an unweeded 
garden; and only in gardens are weeds resented.
The l i l i e s  have festered . The bitterness at the 
loss is the measure of the love. For i t  is hard 
to fe e l b it te r  and empty over the loss of some
thing one has never really cared f o r .1

Though he gives less attention to writing act
able plays, Shakespeare devotes as much s k i l l  and 
thought to picturing the unweeded garden through 
which fo r  some years he walked as he had devoted 
to his e a r lie r  and happier creations. I f  fewer 
people care to walk in the unweeded garden, i t  is 
because they choose to ignore one aspect of human 
experience, when things rank and gross in nature 
possess i t  merely. The picture, of course, is 
p a rtia l—only one mood or station in Shakespeare’ s 
development. Shakespeare does not avoid smelling 
the l i l i e s  that fe s te r ; he does not avoid unpleas
ant rea lity  fo r  the sake of comfort. In fa c t , he 
finds re lie f in intensifying his apprehension of 
imperfection, weakness, and e v i l .

The old elements are there, but the wheel of 
Fortune has turned., and everything is viewed from 
the other side of the c ir c le .  E v il, which had 
been powerless to hurt in the comedies, and which 
had gradually faded out of the history plays, is 
now seen as a strong, sharp rea lity , while the 
good in man is powerless. YYeakness is the common 
denominator f o r  a l l  men. The state fa l ls  to 
pieces, or persists thinly a fte r  dangerous quakes 
and cataclysms.2

O thello, Lear, and Mac be th are represented by 
Stauffer as "The Bark Tower."

1I b i d . ,  p. 117.

2I b i d . , p. 160.
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In the period of the tragedies o f O thello, 
Lear, and Macbeth, Shakespeare*3 thought is as 
certain and complete as his a rt . The thought 
cannot sa tis fa ctor ily  be extracted or para
phrased, merely because i t  is im p lic it , not ex
p l i c i t .  Its complex f id e l i t y  to experience re
sists  the expositor and the anatomist. 1

The dark tower of tragedy is mysterious. It 
is a proud tower, menacing, closed in upon i t s e l f ,  
almost windowless, b u ilt  in stony iso la tion . The 
perilous approach to i t  may--must--be made. And 
the trustful and generous and gentle man, the 
ch ivalric champion of larger interests than his 
own, confronts i t  undaunted.2

Stauffer now treats the remaining three trage
dies in the chapter, "Roads to Freedom."

From the apex of the great tragedies, any pos
sib le  change in Shakespeare’ s art and understand
ing might seem to be of necessity a fa llin g  o f f .  
Macbeth its e lf  appears narrower and more negative 
when i t  is considered close to Lear. But the 
subtle v ita lity  of Shakespeare's mind creates new 
p o ss ib ilit ie s  and new patterns. The creative en
ergy is not yet w illin g  to rest; and in the three 
o f Timon of Athens , Antony and Cleopatra, and 
Coriolanus, he is not content to die into mere 
im itation, or s im p lifica tion , or forgetfu ln ess .3

Chapter seven, "A World o f Images," contains 
Shakespeare's fin a l plays which correspond d irectly  to 
the Dowden fourth period d iv ision  (1608-1613), called 
"On the Heights."

In the last plays, Shakespeare pushes s t i l l  
further the assumption that mind is the valued * 2 3

•̂Ib id . , p. 165.
2Ib id . , p. 220.
3Ib id . , p. 221.
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rea lity . I t  is as i f  the laws o f the s p ir it  were 
relentlessly  operating in the drama of Shake
speare^ own development. The creator of so many 
imaginary worlds fa l ls  prey to his own creations, 
until i t  "becomes d i f f i c u l t ,  or unimportant, to 
distinguish "between what is fancy and what is 
fa c t . Partly the change in attention may have 
risen out o f in a b ility  to live  longer in the un
bearable intensity of the tragedies, with their 
sharp realization  of the heights and depths of 
human existence.1

1I b id . , p. 319.



CONCLUSION

The central idea upon which this thesis rests is 
an investigation of the va lid ity  of the academic practice 
of dividing Shakespeare *s work into periods. This device 

has proven helpful to scholars in tracing Shakespeare^ 
development both as an a rtist and a dramatist. The im
pression that Dowden’ s basic pattern of four periods has 
met with something like universal approval and adoption 
can now be substantiated. This traditional practice of 
scholars was here shown to be in general use by those who 
treated the problem at a l l .

This investigation, of course, was not only based 
upon the research of those scholars who were endeavoring 
to study Shakespeare in his en tirety , but i t  presupposed 
two more basic problems as settled  as sa tis fa cto r ily  as 
can be in the ligh t of the evidence ava ilab le .

The f i r s t  of these problems was that of authen
t ic i t y .  The position assumed in this thesis was that 
E. K. Chambers* synthesis of the problem and his account 
of the controversies regarding genuinity gave us as sane, 
conservative statement of the canon of Shakespeare as 
can be reasonably expected.

The second problem was that o f chronology. Here 
certa in ties , scholarly p roba b ilities , and hypotheses had
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to be "blended into a con jectural, chronological order of 
the composition and of the f i r s t  production of the plays. 
Here again the healthy skepticism and moderate conserva
tism of E. K. Chambers served as a basis fo r  the numeri
ca l order and the conjectural dates o f the plays.

Preliminary to the investigation of this thesis, 
i t  was here assumed that Shakespeare wrote these plays 
and wrote them in the order fin a lly  se ttled  upon by 
Chambers.

With these two assumptions clearly  in mind, the 
function of periods in an author’ s a r t is t ic  development 
was defended. Given an a r t is t ’ s genuine work and the 

order in which he produced them, the tota l e ffe c t  of 
his art could then be evaluated. How in an a r t is t ic  en
deavor of th irty -e igh t plays, composed and produced over 
a period of a quarter of a century, i t  is  necessary to 
divide the whole into s ig n ifica n t parts, to discern the 
important steps of progress and to perceive the relation 
ship of part to part and of the parts to the whole.

The two most useful tools of the litera ry  h isto 
rian and the c r it ic  are analysis of texts and the compara
tive method of evaluating s im ila rities  and d issim ilarities  
in context. This has been, and must be the method of the 
Shakespearean c r i t i c .  The interest of this thesis could 
not be the individual arguments or the subjective canons
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of taste of each Shakespearean c r i t i c .  Rather here each 
c r it ic  was permitted his own particular methods and his 
own personal taste in determining the major differences 
that were to he the reasons of actual d ivisions deter

mined upon. What the demands of this thesis required 
were the f in a l statement of the place of d iv ision , con
jectu ra l dates, and the period pattern resolved upon by 
each c r i t i c .

How with the postulates of these two problems as
sumed and with the aid of these two indispensable l i t e r 
ary too ls , analysis and the comparative method, the the
sis then begins to record, in s t r ic t  chronological order, 
the conclusions of those scholars who have treated the 
problem of period d iv is ion . The b r ill ia n t  insight and
the persuasive arguments of Edwaid Dowden, who suggested

»

the fou r periods, were found to be the basis of nearly 
a l l  the subsequent patterns of Shakespearean periods o f 
those scholars who treated the subject. These four pe
riods are: "In the Workshop," "In the World," "Out of the 
Depths," and "On the Heights."

Substantial agreement with Dowden’ s opinions in 
the matter are found in the work of Gervinus (1872), 

Furnivall (1875), Dowden (1875), Eleay (1876), Corson 
(1889), Ten Brink (1895), Boas (1896), Luce (1907),
Masson (1914), Neilson and Thorndike (1915), Cowling
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(1924) , Alden (1925), MacCracken, Pierce, and Durham
(1925) , Bradley (1926), Legouis and Cazamain (1929), 
Semper (1951), Parrott (1935), Alexander (1939),
Metcalf (1949), Sanders (1950).

Those c r it ic s  whose disagreements are more 
verbal than substantial or whose opinions can he smoothly 
f it te d  in the Dowden pattern were: Swinburne (1880),
White (1885), Lee (1900), Raleigh (1907), Harris (1909), 
Murry (1936), Spencer (1941), Harrison (1948), Brooke 
(1948), Brown (1949), Stauffer (1949).

The evidence presented in this thesis strongly 
points to the va lid ity  of Edward Dow den’ s solution of 
this problem. Here is a pioneer, struggling with a com
plicated problem in Shakespearean scholarship, giving 
something like a fin a l answer.

The valid ity  of the thesis then lie s  in the e v i
dence submitted to study, in context and in s t r ic t  chro
nology, the problem of Shakespearean periods, and in the 

conclusion, drawn from this copious evidence, that the 
pattern of periods, established by Dowden, has become 
traditional and can be assumed as valid  from the con
vergence of the evidence of s o many and such able Shake
spearean scholars. The real dissent is so s lig h t that 
i t  can be safely  ignored. In a problem where certainty 
is impossible, a veiy high probability , based on carefu l
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scholarship, is  the highest reward that insight and 
diligence may expect.
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