An Overview of Shakespeare's Comedies
Introduction to Shakespeare's Comedies
Of all the plays in Shakespeare’s canon, the comedies are perhaps the most diverse. The diversity of
the comedies comes as no surprise to anyone: Shakespeare wrote comedies throughout his entire
dramatic career. Although precise dating of each of the comedies appears impossible, most scholars
agree that they fall into four distinct groups. Furthermore, scholarship itself has tended to observe
these divisions. Obviously, any attempt to cluster results in oversimplifications; however, because of
the vast differences among the early comedies, the romantic-festive comedies, the problem plays, and
the late romances, we can operate under the assumption that differences and the similarities among the
plays of each group are sufficient to justify the separate categories.
The Early Comedies: One attitude often expressed about Shakespeare's first four ventures into comedy is
that they have no more elevated aspirations than to provoke laughter. The Comedy of Errors and The
Taming of the Shrew indeed are the most farce-like of the four. Other similarities include that both plays
are drawn from Italian sources, contain many stock characters, and depend heavily upon physical and
verbal abuse, a reason slapstick often characterizes productions of them. On the other hand, The Two
Gentlemen of Verona and Love's Labour's Lost seem more interested in language: both contain much
debate, frequently involving conflicts between loyalty and love.
The Romantic-Festive Comedies: Despite some of the similarities between the romantic-festive comedies
and the early comedies, with A Midsummer Night's Dream Shakespeare plainly seems to be writing
comedies different in both content and style from those that preceded it. These plays (with The Merry
Wives of Windsor being the least characteristic) generally portray the loves and friendships of persons of
high rank in society, who are often accompanied by a professional Fool or clown and who take great
pleasure in playfully using language. The plays also generally have Mediterranean backgrounds and
contain "green worlds," yet perhaps the most important similarity among them involves the happy
resolutions to the situations of the young lovers: all six plays (A Midsummer Night's Dream, The Merchant
of Venice, The Merry Wives of Windsor, Much Ado About Nothing, As You Like It, and Twelfth Night) end
with, or soon after, a marriage or marriages.
The Problem Plays: The problem plays (Troilus and Cressida, Measure for Measure, and All's Well That Ends
Well) occupy a peculiar place in Shakespeare's canon. Although H. R. Coursen speaks for many when
he argues that a problem play is "a convenient category that critics have invented to solve their
problems" ("Why" 65), shared characteristics of these three plays can be identified. All take place in
worlds replete with disease, infirmity, iniquity, corruption, deceit, and decay, Troilus and Cressida
unquestionably being the darkest and All's Well That Ends Well being the least dark and most romantic.
All are potentially tragic--but only potentially--Measure for Measure and All's Well That Ends Well
concluding with seemingly happy endings and Troilus and Cressida becoming harshly satiric and lacking
both the heroism and the recognition that Shakespearean tragedy generally provides. The Merchant of
Venice exhibits many of these qualities, yet even though the characters are flawed and the ingredients
for tragedy exist, the world of the play appears not to be as dark as it is with the so-called problem
plays, the darkness of Venice being qualified and relieved by the perfect, fairy-tale nature of Belmont.
The romances, those late tragic-comedies, could turn into tragedies too (significant deaths even occur
in some of them); however, their concern with rebirth and regeneration unquestionably sets them apart
from the earlier problem plays.

The Late Romances: Many of the ingredients of the problem plays can be found in the late romances in
which one may also find infirmity, iniquity, corruption, and deceit; however, what distinguishes the
former from the latter relates to the latter's emphasis on and extent of restoration, regeneration,
reconciliation, reunion, resurrection, and redemption. Of all the plays in Shakespeare's canon, no genre
accentuates the fantastical as much as the romances do. In Pericles, Gower acts like a Chorus; the
Goddess Diana makes an appearance; Cerimon restores Thaisa to life; and Pericles, Thaisa, and Marina
are reunited after a fourteen-year separation. In Cymbeline, Jupiter visits the sleeping Posthumus at the
request of Posthumus's dead parents; Guiderius and Arviragus are returned to their father Cymbeline
after a twenty-year interval in which they thought that Belarius, who kidnaped them when they were
children but who is pardoned by Cymbeline, was their father; and Imogen and Posthumus are
reconciled with each other after each has believed the other first unfaithful and then dead. In The
Winter's Tale, Leontes eventually renews his friendship with Polixenes and Camillo, recovers his lost
daughter Perdita, and watches as a statue of his wife Hermione, whom he has believed to have been
dead for sixteen years, seems to come to life before his eyes. In The Tempest, Prospero, after his twelveyear sojourn on an island inhabited by spirits and the monster Caliban, regains his dukedom through
magic and forgives Alonso, his one-time friend, and Antonio, his usurping brother.

