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Introduction


A thirteen-year-old girl is at a party. A man wants to marry her. Her father thinks she’s too young, that married life will damage her – but after all, the man has a title.


Gatecrashers arrive. They’re young men from the city’s other powerful clan, her family’s opponents in a deadly feud. She doesn’t recognise them. Perhaps she’s too young to go out much in public. Perhaps she’s never been to a party before. But one of the gatecrashers likes what he sees. This boy, slightly older than she is, has been dragged to the party by friends. On the way, he’d felt a premonition that something terrible would happen. He’d only come in the hope of seeing a different young woman.


Instead he sees her. Juliet.


Within a week, the boy and girl are dead. Suicides. Their bodies discovered together inside a family grave. In the interim come marriage, murder, sex and drugs, creating the violent, unstoppable plot of Shakespeare’s first great tragedy, and the definitive romance of Western literature.


The star of the play is Juliet. This sheltered, Veronese child-bride becomes her play’s living heartbeat. William Shakespeare wrote Romeo and Juliet in 1595, two centuries after Dante mentioned the feuding Montagues and Capulets in his poetry, and a century after the earliest Italian versions of her love story. This makes Juliet a child of the Italian Renaissance: the era of da Vinci, Raphael and Michelangelo; of Petrarch’s sonnets for the unattainable Laura; of international expansion and the birth of capitalism in the city-states of Florence and Venice. Juliet is locked away from all these revolutions in art and culture. So cloistered is her life that she can only leave her parents’ home to visit her priest. And yet, such is Juliet’s courage and resourcefulness that she orchestrates her clandestine marriage to Romeo, forgives him for murdering her cousin, defies her parents, fakes her own death and ultimately takes her own life rather than be coerced into bigamy or deprived of her love. She never sees her fourteenth birthday, but has endured as a romantic and sexual icon for over 400 years. This book is about that girl.


Why not Juliet and her Romeo? It seems perverse to focus only on one half of literature’s most famous lovers. I separate them because, despite being indivisible in death and in the popular imagination, they spend most of their lives divided. Shakespeare’s most famous couple appear onstage together in just five scenes: her father’s party; the iconic balcony scene, in which they cannot touch; the moments before their marriage; their parting before banishment; and their death scene, in which one or both are always insensible.


The lovers have also been remembered in radically different ways. In the final moments of Shakespeare’s play, Juliet’s father-in-law Lord Montague vows that she will be commemorated as ‘true and faithful Juliet’ (5.3.201).1 Romeo has not been so lucky, with his name entering the English language as an insult, the dictionary definition not just of ‘a lover or sweetheart’ but, more ominously, of a ‘seducer or habitual pursuer of women [. . .] c.f. lothario’.2 Romeo and Juliet may be history’s greatest lovers, but their respective afterlives are very different. If Romeo and Juliet is the story we tell ourselves about what it means to be young, passionate, and doomed, Juliet’s is the story we tell about what it means to be a young woman in love.


It is Juliet who the world has most loved to remember: as a talisman, a tourist trap, a sexual icon, a paragon of innocence, and a romantic ideal. You can buy a keyring of her right breast in Verona, and attach a ‘Juliet balcony’ to your newly built home. On her wedding day in 1930, my great-grandmother Muriel, an English teacher, wore a ‘Juliet cap’, a closely-worked, embellished cloche attached to a long veil. Inspired by Edwardian performances of the play, the Juliet cap was popular throughout the twentieth century, including with Jacqueline Bouvier and Grace Kelly – although Muriel Kirlew got there first.


Even a full generation before Shakespeare’s play, one of the earliest Italian-language versions of the Romeo and Juliet story circulated exclusively under the name of its heroine – La Giulietta. It is Juliet around whom the Veronese tourist industry has, for centuries, revolved.3 For actors, there is no comparison: Juliet is an epoch-making part, the definitive young Shakespearean heroine, a role that actresses love to recall fifty, even eighty years later. Romeo, frankly, doesn’t come close in the canon of male Shakespeare roles. Even watching John Gielgud – the most successful Romeo of the early twentieth century – the great Shakespearean critic Ivor Brown confessed that although ‘[i]t may be heresy to say’ it, ‘Romeo is a great name, but not a great part’.4


We tell ourselves that Romeo and Juliet were the greatest lovers who ever lived. Crucial to this is the idea that the ‘star-crossed lovers’ (1.0.6) are the paragons of romance precisely because of their tragedy. To be ‘star-crossed’ for the Elizabethans meant being ill-fated twice over: both by the circumstances of your natal astrology – the negative alignment of planets and constellations at the moment of your birth – and ‘crossed’ in the sense of being defrauded or cheated. The lovers’ death is thus as inevitable as it is unfair. The Chorus that begins the play reiterates that Romeo and Juliet are not only ‘star-crossed’ but also share a ‘death-marked love’ (1.0.9). Their love is not merely defined by the violence and death all round them but marked for death. Doomed.


What is the appeal of a ‘death-marked love’, surrounded by life-threatening parental disapproval? Who would want to be ‘star-crossed’? I spend much of my academic life trying to answer these – and other – questions about Shakespeare at the University of Oxford. In 2019, during our summer ‘long vacation’, I headed to Verona as part of a research fellowship. Having been born and brought up in Stratford-upon-Avon – the playwright’s real-life birthplace – I was curious to see this other hive of Shakespearean tourism: the fictional birthplace of his most famous heroine. In Verona, thronging tourists sighed over sites marketed as the originals of Juliet’s house and balcony. How many of these travellers, I wondered, would really approve if their children or friends chose partners from families they despised? How many of the study-abroad students who haunt Verona, earnestly journalling and soulfully captioning Instagram posts, could defend their current love affair against decades of familial sniping or insurmountable opposition? What proportion of the relationships between the jet-setting retirees in tour groups actually began in the face of parental ire but thrived nonetheless? One evening in Verona, I attended an interactive, promenade performance of Romeo and Juliet, in which the actors invited the audience’s longest-married couple (fifty-three years) to stand in for the teenage lovers during the ball scene. They were American; the bilingual narrator asked them where they met. The man explained that he saw his wife at a drive-in cinema, eating pizza with girlfriends. He didn’t add, ‘And our parents had a blood feud’.


Today, most couples who marry still meet each other through mutual friends or in the workplace, sharing overlapping interests and concerns. Newspaper advice columns coax widows and divorcees to join hobby clubs to discover ‘like-minded people’. Dating apps match people beyond their immediate circles, but few users would deliberately seek out a partner with a wildly different background; a MAGA-hat-wearing rifle enthusiast is unlikely to swipe right on an eco-warrior advocating for open borders. Yet Western culture’s template for romance is two dead teenagers whose lives and families are linked only by street brawls, opprobrium, and blood.


For decades, psychologists talked about the ‘Romeo and Juliet effect’: a one-off, hugely influential study from 1972 that misleadingly claimed familial opposition to a relationship actually strengthened lovers’ bonds.5 I say ‘misleadingly’ because no study has ever managed to replicate that single set of results. On the contrary, a much larger 2014 study proved that parental (and wider social network) disapproval made partners trust each other less and criticise each other more, leading to overall reductions in love and commitment, and a greater likelihood of break-ups.6 Beyond the laboratory, the impact of intrafamilial conflict is corroborated by everything from self-help titles like Toxic In-Laws: Loving Strategies for Protecting Your Marriage (2002) and the anguished What Do You Want From Me?: Learning to Get Along with In-Laws (2009), to Reddit’s r/JUSTNOMIL (where ‘MIL’ stands for ‘Mother-in-Law’) subforum, a seething cauldron of meddling, madness and Munchausen’s, with 1.3 million subscribers.7


To understand Juliet’s literary longevity is as much to unravel our fascination with ‘star-crossed’ lovers as it is to recognise her as the character who drives the play. Despite facing the predicaments of a fairy-tale heroine – trapped high up in the parental home, swallowing a magic potion, supposedly to be awoken by true love’s presence, if not kiss – she tries to be the architect of her own destiny. She exchanges two kisses with a nameless stranger, and within hours is initiating their marriage – despite discovering that he’s the son of her family’s enemies. She offers to elope with him. She breaks every taboo, and knows she’s doing it: in being ‘too fond’, too desperately in love with Romeo, she confesses to him that she risks being thought ‘light’ (2.1.140–41). It’s an innocent-sounding word, but one that, in the sixteenth century, implied promiscuity, licentiousness, and immorality. Shakespeare’s contemporary John Lyly used the word ‘light’ to describe the beautiful Helen of Troy, whose adultery with Paris provoked the Trojan War.8


A single day after meeting Romeo, Juliet’s clandestine marriage is not only a stunning rebellion against a society that deems her the property of her parents, but – blasphemously – it’s disguised as a trip to the confessional. We follow Juliet to the threshold of her wedding night, where she confides to us how she feels about her imminent loss of virginity, in strikingly egalitarian terms. For a girl who has come to define heterosexual romance – the epitome of girl-meets-boy – her imagery is strikingly gender-fluid. She is the ‘impatient child’ and Romeo her newest dress: the beautiful ‘new robes’ she longs to wear to the ball (3.2.29–31). Together, she and Romeo are the interchangeable ‘pair of stainless maidenhoods’ to be lost to each other (3.2.13).


Shakespeare created Juliet in an age where the women of love poetry were frequently as glittering and distant as celestial bodies, following the traditions of the Italian poet Francesco Petrarca. When Elizabeth I’s celebrated courtier and diplomat, Sir Philip Sidney, wrote a long love-sonnet-sequence, he called his unattainable heroine ‘Stella’ – Latin for ‘star’.9 And yet, when Juliet is rhapsodising over her new husband and lover, he is the one she imagines being turned into constellations:


 


Take him and cut him out in little stars


And he will make the face of heaven so fine


That all the world will be in love with night (3.2.22–4).


When confronted with forced marriage, Juliet exhorts aid from Friar Laurence by threatening her suicide, and is prepared to descend into a vault of putrefying corpses to escape with her husband, a convicted murderer. Ultimately, she kills herself rather than either rejoin her parents or resign herself to widowhood in a convent. All the while, we bear witness.


This book tracks Juliet’s lives and deaths through 400 years of reinterpretation, from Elizabethan boy-players to twenty-first-century warzones. Some of the Juliets you’ll find here are well-known, like West Side Story’s Maria. Others, including Regency child actress Jenny Cibber or nineteenth-century star Mary Anderson, are today barely remembered outside academic circles. The Juliets range from high-glamour calendar models to enslaved women, and from theatrical pioneers to the victims of war.


Each incarnation in this book embodies a moment where the Juliet myth and society’s ideas about young women were brought most vividly into relief. Juliet’s re-imaginings show us how our social and cultural perspectives on romance, on tragedy, and on the nature of teenage girls have shifted – and how they have stayed the same. In writing Searching for Juliet, I wanted to explore how the glowing aura of a literary and theatrical classic can sometimes dazzle us into ignoring the dark things which Shakespeare’s cultural prestige has been used to legitimise.


In the twenty-first century, studios, theatres, and critics all value directors and performers who promise novelty in a Shakespeare revival, vaunting the ‘new’, the ‘innovative’, that can ‘show us the play for the first time’. But the overwhelming majority of people who come to Romeo and Juliet bring to that encounter some awareness of the four-hundred-year myth surrounding it. Perhaps they’ve heard Taylor Swift’s Love Story (2008), her multi-platinum country pop single in which Juliet is a smalltown princess with an overbearing dad, or Martin Solveig’s disco house classic Juliet & Romeo (2019), which relocates the couple to Ibiza, forever on the dancefloor. My generation grew up on Baz Luhrmann’s kitsch-heavy 1996 film, starring pretty Leonardo DiCaprio and perfect Claire Danes. That film’s 90s aesthetic proved so iconic that it merited a 2021 retrospective in Vogue; today, stills from Luhrmann’s cinematography are emblazoned on ASOS t-shirts, bought by children who don’t remember the film’s release. A case in point: celebrity offspring Brooklyn and Nicola Peltz Beckham (b. 1999 and 1995, respectively) attended a 2022 Halloween party dressed as DiCaprio and Danes, reinvigorating tabloid speculation about an alleged feud with Brooklyn’s parents. Romeo and Juliet remains a phenomenally popular set text wherever English is spoken or taught, introduced to thousands of teenagers just as they’re experiencing the play’s own themes – love, desire, and adolescent anger – for the first time. It’s an extraordinarily powerful text, shaping the minds of generations of young people. Juliet’s myth is crucial to this.


In 2010, I worked as a tour guide in Shakespeare’s Birthplace, the wooden-framed, sixteenth-century house in which the playwright was almost certainly born. Our 3,000 daily visitors came from all over the world, whether on individual pilgrimages or gruelling group coach trips. They spoke dozens, if not hundreds, of different languages, and plenty had never seen or read a Shakespeare play. At the end of the tour, our visitors made it to the gardens, where a troupe of local actors performed Shakespeare scenes on-demand. Regardless of age, language, group size, or country of origin, the play people most frequently requested was Romeo and Juliet. And the character they wanted to see was Juliet on her balcony. Juliet has shaped ideas both of romance and of Shakespeare himself, and she needs to be part of the conversation whenever we talk about either.


Through four hundred years of Juliet’s lives and deaths, valorising the star-crossed suicide of a thirteen-year-old has come at a price: a price often paid by young girls, whether in Georgian London or on a sun-soaked film set in Rome. The story of Shakespeare’s Juliet unfolds not only between the pages of playtexts but during some of the most painful eras in human history: the transatlantic slave trade, the rise of fascism in Europe, and the suffering of twenty-first-century Afghanistan. Juliet’s character and story have also inspired some of our most beloved music and film, from ballet and opera to West Side Story and the cinematography of Baz Luhrmann.


Even as Juliet’s story travels in very different directions, the power of Shakespeare’s play reasserts itself. As Shakespeare’s audience and readers, we have intimate access to Juliet’s inner life that even Romeo doesn’t share. Romeo is equipped with Friar Laurence, Benvolio, and Mercutio as devoted friends, as well as a set of concerned parents and a faithful servant, Balthasar. He shares his motives and feelings with them throughout the play, then leaves a tell-all letter for his father, which is later read onstage. Juliet, meanwhile, is frequently alone – with us. Only we see her impatience as she waits for the Nurse. Only we witness her glorious rhapsody of sexual excitement as she anticipates her wedding night, her ‘love-performing night’ with Romeo. She confides in us that, ‘O, I have bought the mansion of a love/ But not possessed it, and, though I am sold,/ Not yet enjoyed’ (3.2.26–8).


The Nurse never discovers Juliet’s secret fury when she urges her charge to betray Romeo – ‘ancient damnation!’ (3.5.235). Romeo and Friar Laurence never know of the trauma Juliet experiences when left entirely alone with the potion, feeling the ‘faint cold fear’ that ‘almost freezes up the heat of life’ (4.3.15–16) as she contemplates the ‘loathsome smells’ of the tomb, which she fears will drive her mad if she isn’t ‘strangled’ by the lack of air (4.3.34–45). Nor do they know of the visceral nightmares of ‘mangled’ Tybalt’s ghost, ‘fest’ring in his shroud’ (4.3.41–51), which she has to confront in order to trust them and take the drug. Only we hear her heart-wrenching lament over Romeo’s corpse. At so many of the pivotal moments in Juliet’s life, we are alone with her – including, after the Friar’s retreat, at that life’s very end. Unlike Romeo, Juliet leaves no letter for her parents; her bitter resolution, taken against the Nurse, that ‘Thou and my bosom shall henceforth be twain’ (3.5.240) opens a rift with her entire family that persists beyond the grave. We, the audience, keep her secrets.


The intimacy and iridescence of Shakespeare’s portrayal mean that we each see our own Juliet. For the desperate and lovelorn who write to her even today at the Juliet Club in Verona, Juliet is both advisor and goddess. For those drawn to the heat of her passion, she is an object of desire. At times in history – particularly when a society’s debates over the status of women have been especially fraught – Juliet has been a problem, an exotic Mediterranean whose rebellion needed to be quashed. Whatever her reception, and whatever the incarnation, she has always been there, embodying the world’s ideas of love and desire.


In writing Juliet, Shakespeare invited us into a new kind of intimacy with a new kind of heroine. She is Shakespeare’s first tragic heroine, and the most famous lover who never lived.










1


Shakespeare’s First Tragic Heroine


The year 1598 was momentous for English literature. The poet and playwright George Chapman’s translation of Homer’s Iliad appeared in print, revolutionising the study of classical texts. John Florio, Elizabethan England’s greatest linguist and lexicographer, published A World of Words, an Italian–English dictionary that used quotations to illustrate words’ meanings – the first English dictionary to do so. Ben Jonson’s great comedy Every Man in His Humour appeared on both stage and page. The late Christopher Marlowe – a murdered rock star of a playwright – made his final, posthumous foray into print with the tragic love poem Hero and Leander, a romance of forbidden love helpfully completed by none other than George Chapman (who, what with the Iliad, spent 1598 overachieving). Not yet Elizabeth’s heir, James VI of Scotland published The Trew Law of Free Monarchies, which unsurprisingly argued that kings should be given their own way. Meanwhile, in Oxford, Thomas Bodley re-founded the University’s Bodleian Library, abandoned since the Reformation, to house what would become Britain’s greatest and most beautiful collection of books.1 Beyond print, sonnets were circulating in manuscript for those in the know – the young John Donne, described at this time as ‘a great visitor of Ladies, a great frequenter of Plays, a great writer of conceited Verses’, had begun producing his religiously erotic and erotically religious poems.2


Meanwhile, an obscure commonplace book called Palladis Tamia was published. It appeared without fanfare in the autumn of 1598, its author an aspirant scribbler named Francis Meres.


At thirty-three, Meres was a failed poet, a little-known translator and an absolutely disregarded writer of sermons. His benevolent kinsman, the high sheriff of Lincolnshire, had been unable to help Francis into politics. Francis was also a failed academic, despite – as he liked to remind people – being a ‘Master of Arts of Both Universities’.


Palladis Tamia isn’t much good. Most of the material is unoriginal, cribbed from classic Latin texts in circulation at the time, and works on Elizabethan education. Even the one chapter that did make its mark on literary history – ‘A comparative discourse of our English poets, with the Greeke, Latine, and Italian poets’ – shamelessly stole from the lit-crit luminaries of the time, like Sir Philip Sidney and his An Apology for Poesy. But there are moments, amidst the recycling, where Meres finds a new voice. He fulsomely praises contemporary writers and, with equal enthusiasm, shares scandalous gossip about their lives. In doing so, he gives us our first vivid glimpse of William Shakespeare as a successful young writer.


Meres was a big fan. He called Shakespeare ‘hony-tongued’, praising the sweetness of the poet’s ‘sugred Sonnets among his private friends’ (Meres either was a ‘private friend’ or hoped we’d think so). He said that if the Muses – the nine Greek goddesses of the arts and astronomy – were alive and speaking English, they’d all speak in Shakespearean verse. He compared Shakespeare’s work to the Greek poet Horace, declaring that both would outlast ‘kings and kingdoms’. And, of course, he celebrated the best of Shakespeare’s plays so far. Among them, Meres’s review of Romeo and Juliet stands out; he doesn’t just praise the play, but showcases a moment from live performance, vividly recalling how ‘true-harted Julietta did die upon the corps of her dearest Romeo’.3 Since Meres, cultural authorities from William Wordsworth to Playboy magazine have agreed that Romeo and Juliet is the greatest love story ever told. ‘Star-crossed lovers’ recur everywhere from Verdi’s 1871 opera Aida to The Hunger Games, appearing as a ubiquitous trope in soap operas, pop songs and gossip columns. And yet, in the mid-1590s, when Shakespeare sat down and wrote the romance that would define literary love for the next four centuries, he might justifiably have seemed the last playwright to pen anything of the kind.


The most startling difference between Romeo and Juliet and Shakespeare’s earlier plays is Juliet herself. As befits Shakespeare’s first eponymous heroine, she has more speeches, appears in more scenes, and speaks a greater percentage of her play than any of his previous female characters. Juliet is the second-largest role in the play, after Romeo. Revisiting Shakespeare’s back catalogue, it’s initially impossible to work out where she came from. Shakespeare had first made his name with the occasional comedy and huge chronicle histories staged by a variety of London theatre companies, including four lengthy adaptations of Raphael Holinshed’s Chronicles (1587), which dramatised England’s fifteenth-century civil wars to exciting and bloody effect (Henry VI Parts 1, 2, and 3 and Richard III). At best, the women in these plays are brilliant cameos, enjoying a few great moments, such as the witch-conjuring Duchess of Gloucester in Henry IV Part 2, or Anne Neville, seduced over her father-in-law’s corpse into marrying his murderer, the future Richard III. Margaret of Anjou appears in all four plays, evolving from captive princess in Henry VI Part 1 to vengeful queen mother and angry relict in Richard III, but it takes the entire quartet to stitch together the equivalent of one leading role. Shakespeare may also have contributed to a range of other historical and contemporary tragedies, only one of which – Arden of Faversham (1592) – stars a strong female character. Alice Arden is an adulterous murderess who can’t scrub her husband’s blood out of the floorboards – Lady Macbeth in beta, rather than a first-draft Juliet. Overwhelmingly, Shakespeare’s early historical women are mothers and consorts, appended to plays named for – and fascinated by – men.


Shakespeare’s earliest tragedy, Titus Andronicus (1592), offers two female roles. Lavinia speaks only fifty-nine lines before being raped and mutilated into silence, while Tamora – the transgressive Queen of the Goths – is confined to just five of the play’s fifteen scenes. Although commercially successful, Titus did not immediately encourage Shakespeare to write more theatrical tragedies. When bubonic plague closed London’s playhouses for nearly two years after June 1592, Shakespeare concentrated on two long poems. Venus and Adonis, published in June 1593, was the first Shakespearean text in print, followed by The Rape of Lucrece, a year later. Both centre on women, and despite some comic sequences in Venus and Adonis, they meditate on desire, coercion, death and despair. It’s possible – if we squint – to trace a link from Lucrece’s suicide, undertaken to avoid the imputation that her rape had been consensual adultery, to Juliet’s fatal desperation to remain a faithful wife. But the link is faint: the defiant, sexually frank teenage strategist is nowhere in the crushed Roman matron.


Even when the playhouses reopened, Shakespeare didn’t immediately return to writing tragedies. The London theatre scene was changing. Several of Shakespeare’s previous plays had been collaborations undertaken with Oxbridge-educated ‘university wits’, including George Peele (Titus Andronicus), Christopher Marlowe, and Thomas Nashe (Henry VI Part 1). But Marlowe had been murdered in a 1593 tavern brawl while under government surveillance for ‘monstruous opinions’, including, according to fellow tragedian Thomas Kyd, that Jesus and St John had been lovers.4 The hard-living Peele would shortly die ‘by the pox’, and Nashe, the sole survivor, had temporarily abandoned playwriting for religious feuding, prose-writing and satire. Shakespeare was now writing solo, and doing so for a new theatre company.


Before the plague, Shakespeare had been associated – as a writer and actor – with several companies. The most recent was the Lord Strange’s Men, who were under the patronage of the cultured and charming Ferdinando Stanley, 5th Earl of Derby. But in April 1594, a week before Shakespeare’s thirtieth birthday, Ferdinando died so excruciatingly of ‘yellow jaundice’, wasting, ‘vehement hickocke’ (hiccups) and vomiting bloody bile that ‘many learned men [. . .] suppose[d] him to be bewitched’.5 Shakespeare’s theatrical patron was gone, and with him his troupe. To his great good fortune, Shakespeare joined a new company: the Lord Chamberlain’s Men. Their patron, Henry Carey, was the queen’s cousin (and perhaps half-brother).6 Shakespeare was one of eight founding members, or ‘sharers’, who bought a share in the company, entitling them to a literal share of each performance’s revenue.


Shakespeare, now thirty, would soon be rich. Within a decade of co-founding the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, he had land, property, a gentlemanly coat of arms and a mansion in his hometown, Stratford-upon-Avon.7 The company also brought Shakespeare artistic rewards: for the first time, he could write and act exclusively for and with a coherent group of principal actors. No longer a precarious quill-for-hire, he had the stability to produce better, more consistent artistic work – and to co-own the products of his labour.8


Among his fellow sharers was Richard Burbage, son of James Burbage, an actor and joiner who built London’s first permanent playhouse. Richard became Shakespeare’s leading man: his first Hamlet, Lear, Othello and – almost certainly – Romeo. Another sharer was John Heminges, who seems to have leaned towards theatre management, and who edited the First Folio. Heminges’s co-editor, actor Henry Condell, also had shares, as did Will Kemp, a well-established celebrity clown famous for his jigs, athleticism and self-contained comic ‘merriments’. There were also hired men: minor actors hired for a fixed fee. And then there were boys.


Boy actors were (we think) aged between twelve and twenty-one, and (we know) played all the female roles on the early modern stage, from Shakespeare’s early chronicle heroines to more mature roles like Lady Macbeth and Cleopatra. Adolescence – euphemistically termed the ‘flower of youth’ – was the subject of early modern parenting manuals and scientific works that clarify that puberty (including the vocal changes that could scupper a male Juliet’s career) happened later for the Elizabethans than it does today. The Office of Christian Parents (1616) agreed with The Problems of Aristotle (1595) that male puberty began at fourteen, with voices breaking at fifteen. Today, male puberty begins, on average, at twelve – but can start as early as nine.9 Henry Cuffe’s The Differences of the Ages of Man’s Life (1607) estimated that the advent of ‘mossie excrement of haire’ on a boy’s ‘cheeks and other hidden parts’ could be ‘prorogued until the eighteenth year’, giving boy actors longer careers in female roles than we might initially assume.10 In Shakespeare’s time, boys in female roles were apprenticed to older players and – if they were lucky – later transitioned to adult careers on stage. It was this collection of children, sharers and actors-for-hire that would combine to perform Shakespeare’s greatest love story – and among them, the boy who would so delight Francis Meres as ‘true-harted Julietta’. But not just yet.


*


 


Shakespeare had always loved comedy. Critics speculate now that he might have finished his earliest solo play, The Two Gentlemen of Verona, before leaving Stratford for London. He kept his hand in comedy throughout the late 1580s with The Taming of the Shrew and the inclusion of much gruesome humour in history plays like Richard III. After joining the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, in an extraordinary burst of comic energy, Shakespeare produced The Comedy of Errors (1594), Love’s Labour’s Lost (1595), the now-lost Love’s Labour’s Won (1595) and A Midsummer Night’s Dream (1595–6). Each of the extant plays contains a role designed as a vehicle for star clown Will Kemp. The bumbling Costard in Love’s Labour’s Lost and Bottom in A Midsummer Night’s Dream epitomise the malapropisms, confusion, hilarity and low cunning of his performances. But in these comedies, Shakespeare was also steadily building opportunities for the boy-players. His new plays required more boys than the histories had: where Henry VI Part 1 needed just two (and even the unwieldy Richard III and Henry VI Part 2 only five or six boys opposite more than twenty adult men), now Love’s Labour’s Lost cast a minimum of six, and A Midsummer Night’s Dream up to eight. These female roles were also more prominent. The Comedy of Errors, Love’s Labour’s Lost, and A Midsummer Night’s Dream each has a woman among the three largest roles – in The Comedy of Errors, the voluble Adriana only narrowly misses top billing, and still has significantly more lines than her husband.11


Looking back on Shakespeare’s early history plays, we can recognise in his queens and duchesses the first sketches of the older tragic women he’d create in the 1600s. Alice Arden, Joan of Arc and Duchess Eleanor’s witchy ambitions anticipate Lady Macbeth, while Margaret’s disastrous momager would evolve into the controlling Roman matriarch Volumnia, the grande dame of Coriolanus (c. 1605–8). But by 1595, Shakespeare was also an expert in the comedic tropes that would sustain the rest of his career: identical twins, mistaken identity, amusingly reluctant or rebarbative lovers, and a variety of improbably effective disguises. It was a winning formula for comic fun. And then he created Juliet.


Juliet Capulet is amazing. She confronts Romeo with the prospect of marriage within six hours of their first kiss, insists that he schedule their wedding within twenty-four hours, and then suborns a much older servant to confirm arrangements. This helicopter-parented heiress – one of only four Shakespearean heroines to appear alongside both parents, and the only protagonist – seems confined to Casa Capuletti except to attend confession. On the two occasions she manages to escape, she conducts a secret marriage with the son of her parents’ great enemy, and plans to fake her own death with the help of the family priest, respectively. Having previously (and correctly) noted that being discovered in her father’s orchard would be enough to get Romeo killed, she loses her virginity to Romeo in her childhood bedroom, under her parents’ roof and very nearly their noses: a move that would be bold even for twenty-first-century teenagers. After Romeo is banished for murdering her beloved cousin, and Paris – the titled kinsman of Verona’s prince – is forced on her as a spouse, Juliet reaches a point at which many girls might take the Nurse’s advice and marry the prince. Instead, she not only sticks with Romeo, but endures a huge argument with her terrifying parents, furiously discards the Nurse (her only confidante), drinks what she fears may be poison despite her own intense necrophobia, and finally kills herself rather than rely any longer on the weeping, dithering friar whose judgement she once revered. She is both a consummate actress and blazingly sincere. And her roots lie not in the medieval dowagers of Shakespeare’s early histories, but in the rebellious girls of his new comedies.


Instead of asking why Shakespeare wrote Romeo and Juliet, we need to ask: for whom did he write it? It’s true that he dutifully included another Kemp vehicle, in the relatively minor role of the Nurse’s servant Peter; Shakespeare gives himself away by writing ‘Enter Will Kemp’ instead of ‘Enter Peter’ in the manuscripts that became the basis of Romeo and Juliet’s second quarto version (1599). But this is the desperate shoehorning of a company star into a play that doesn’t really fit him. The evidence shows that Shakespeare was writing for another actor. The film Shakespeare in Love (1998) speculated on this possibility, imagining England’s first actress in the form of Gwyneth Paltrow’s rebellious Lady Viola de Lesseps, who, cross-dressed as actor ‘Thomas Kent’, inspires Joseph Fiennes’s Shakespeare to write the greatest love story of all time. The only plot point more improbable than this unconvincing passing is when Viola marries Colin Firth’s Earl of Wessex and the film expects us to feel sorry for her. The first Juliet’s genesis had nothing to do with disguised female aristocrats. Instead, it was a case of a very gifted and unusual boy-player: one whose talent recurs throughout Shakespeare’s early comic plays.


The Comedy of Errors has two major female roles to showcase the boy-players: the witty and defiant Adriana, who complains of gender inequality, and her sweetly compliant sister Luciana, who preaches patience and resignation. This counterpoint is typically Shakespearean: later characterisations juxtapose an ale-loving, dilettante Prince Hal with his warlike namesake Harry Hotspur (Henry IV Part 1, 1597), while half-brothers Edgar (virtuous, boring) and Edmund (mad, bad, seduces two sisters) duel to the death in King Lear (c. 1605). But this counterpoint is especially obvious in Shakespeare’s comic women. In Love’s Labour’s Lost, Rosaline is the wittier, livelier gentlewoman to the Princess of France’s amusing but serene, well, princess. She’s even a contrast in her looks: for the first time, Shakespeare specifies a heroine’s appearance beyond mere beauty. Rosaline is unfashionably dark, we are told, even though her admirer Berowne swears she is ‘born to make black fair’ (4.3.257).


It’s an unusual choice. But in his next extant play, Shakespeare does it again. A Midsummer Night’s Dream presents us with Helena and Hermia, beautiful young women who have been best friends from childhood, and whose existing romantic complications – Demetrius has forsaken Helena for Hermia, who loves Lysander – quadruple when fairies interrupt Hermia and Lysander’s elopement, and both young men profess their love to Helena. Unaware that Demetrius and Lysander have been dosed with a love-potion-laced flower, Helena and Hermia trade blame and insults, and the scene devolves into a catfight more gloriously funny than anything else Shakespeare had yet written. Their argument confirms what we already suspect: that the defiant, quick-witted Hermia ‘was a vixen when she went to school’ (3.2.324), and that passive-aggressive Helena prides herself on being ‘a right maid for [her] cowardice’ (3.2.302) and having ‘no gift at all in shrewishness’ (3.2.301). But we also learn two more things. First, Hermia is dark, unfashionably and even undesirably so; the racist insults of her (temporarily) revolted paramour Lysander see her described as an ‘Ethiope’ (3.2.257) and ‘tawny Tartar’ (3.2.343). Hermia is dark like Rosaline (accordingly, Helena has traditionally been cast as blonde), and quick-tongued, like both Rosaline and Adriana.


Second, Hermia is short – and sensitive about it enough to be violently insulted when Helena calls her a ‘puppet’ (3.2.288), and to respond by calling her a ‘painted maypole’ (3.2.296). Hermia paranoidly assumes that Lysander has deserted her because Helena has ‘urged her height’, seducing him with her ‘tall personage’ (3.2.291–2). Like Rosaline, Hermia is feistier, wittier and quicker-tempered than her nearest female counterpart. She is also darker and smaller. Post-Romeo and Juliet, Shakespeare would go on to write another diminutive brunette in the long shadow of a taller woman in Much Ado About Nothing (1598–9); when comparing her to Beatrice, Benedick dismisses Hero as ‘too low for a high praise, too brown for a fair praise, and too little for a great praise’ (1.1.163–5).


This sequence implies that there were (at least) two talented boy-players on the Lord Chamberlain’s Men’s books in the mid-1590s, one of whom was significantly smaller and darker than the other, and whose performances leading up to Hermia in A Midsummer Night’s Dream impressed Shakespeare enough to create Juliet for him. Admittedly, Juliet’s hair colour and complexion are never specified. But there is one clue as to her build. Juliet also appears in key scenes alongside the Nurse and Lady Capulet. As the youngest woman onstage, it makes sense for a small, slight boy to play Juliet. Given the play’s emphasis on her youth and physical frailty, the effect would be ludicrous if she outstripped her mother and the Nurse in height, or looked more mature than either.


The plot of A Midsummer Night’s Dream tells us even more about Shakespeare’s thinking, and how Shakespeare’s first tragic heroine is descended from a play ostensibly built around Will Kemp’s turn as Bottom the Weaver. In this play, the young Hermia faces death if she refuses her father’s choice of suitor. Unlike Lord Capulet, Egeus knows his daughter loves Lysander, and Shakespeare allows Lysander to contest the capriciousness of Egeus’s dislike. Lysander is ‘as well derived [. . .] as well possessed [. . .] as fairly ranked’ as the favoured Demetrius – if not more so (1.1.99–110). Egeus’s loathing of Lysander seems as arbitrary and irrational as the Capulet–Montague feud. His sole accusation is that Lysander has ‘bewitched the bosom’ of Hermia with the standard range of love poems and presents (1.1.27–45), but it’s openly acknowledged that Demetrius has already ‘made love’ to Hermia’s best friend Helena and ‘won her soul’ (1.1.106–8). Hermia, unlike Juliet, immediately elopes with her lover, and after much magical intervention returns to Athens as a triumphant bride; Juliet dies. In A Midsummer Night’s Dream, the couples’ eventual wedding reception includes an hilariously botched production of Pyramus and Thisbe: the classical story of secret lovers from neighbouring, feuding families who end up killing themselves.


Written close together, the romances of Hermia and Lysander and Romeo and Juliet feel like a diptych. That Shakespeare also parodied the plot in his mockery of Pyramus and Thisbe shows how profoundly preoccupied he was with the theme, and its potential to fail as well as succeed onstage. The ‘star-crossed lovers’ of Romeo and Juliet embody Lysander’s axiom that ‘the course of true love never did run smooth’ (1.1.134), and the twenty-first-century graffiti of this line at Casa Giulietta, Juliet’s ‘birthplace’ in Verona, show how frequently the line is misattributed. Hermia avoids the state-sanctioned death her father desires for her because she runs away. Juliet dies because she doesn’t. In that sense, Romeo and Juliet is a play about what happens when Hermia stays.


*


 


Lovers triumphantly defying an unreasonable parent had been a standard comic plot since ancient Greece, where the angry father figure – later known to the Romans as ‘senex iratus’ – imperilled young love but was ultimately thwarted. Shakespeare would have been intimately aware of this as a classically educated master of the form. With this narrative ancestry, Romeo and Juliet should set up the young lovers to win. Their parents are as preposterously averse to each other as Egeus is to Lysander – more so, even, since nobody can define the ‘ancient grudge’. Even Lord Capulet admits hostilities could easily be suspended (1.2.3). Shakespeare makes the feud such an inexplicable, arbitrary void that modern adaptations routinely feel compelled to fill it. Accordingly, they recast the Capulets and Montagues along racial or sectarian lines that attribute their enmity, in the words of the great Katherine Duncan-Jones, to ‘antagonisms between races that are all too recognisable, and recognisably intransigent’.12 This choice misinterprets Shakespeare. There is nothing substantial about the feud: no power imbalance, not even a meaningful difference between the houses. The Montagues and Capulets are not only ‘alike’ but overlapping. Montague-ally Mercutio and his otherwise unmentioned ‘brother Valentine’ make the guest list for the Capulets’ ball (1.2.67), and the two households share a confessor in Friar Laurence – that most intimate counsellor. Rather than a forbidden tryst, Juliet and her Romeo ought to be a highly eligible match.


In the Elizabethan comedy playbook, the lovers’ marriage, rather than their deaths, should resolve the ‘ancient grudge’. Friar Laurence’s notion that the clandestine wedding ‘may so happy prove/ To turn your households’ rancour to pure love’ (2.4.86–8) isn’t necessarily foolish – or without precedent. Other Shakespearean marriages ratify peace deals: Richmond and Elizabeth (Richard III), Henry V and Princess Katherine (Henry V) and Miranda and Prince Ferdinand (The Tempest). Moreover, Shakespeare handily equips each lover with a comic sidekick – Juliet’s Nurse and Romeo’s Mercutio – whose bravura displays of wit and bawdy keep the audience laughing for the play’s first three acts. Another point in Romeo and Juliet’s favour as potentially comic – and thus surviving – characters is that, although rich, the lovers aren’t royal. Theatrical tragedies before Romeo and Juliet typically depicted the downfall of nations, with the protagonists’ misadventures not only leading to their own deaths but also to regime change. Titus Andronicus ends with Lucius (the eponymous protagonist’s son) becoming Roman emperor; Marlowe’s Edward II (c. 1587–92) ends with Edward’s gruesome assassination by red-hot poker and his son’s accession. Romeo and Juliet’s deaths may devastate their families, but Prince Escalus remains on the throne. Verona endures.


Most strikingly for the play’s comedic credentials, Juliet offers to elope. Hermia has to wait for Lysander to propose their runaway scheme, but Juliet is as active and ingenious about hers as she is about anything else. In Act 2, Scene 2 – now immortalised as the ‘balcony scene’ – Juliet volunteers to abscond with Romeo, promising that ‘all my fortunes at thy foot I’ll lay/ And follow thee my lord throughout the world’ (2.2.147–8). It’s a resounding echo of Hermia and Lysander’s gambit to escape the ‘sharp Athenian law’ (1.1.162). Juliet’s offer never recurs, but the moment clarifies the kind of heroine Juliet believes herself to be: a resourceful survivor about to elope. In other words, the heroine of a comedy.


Unfortunately, she is mistaken. For all its structural misdirection, Romeo and Juliet is upfront about its ending. The play was first printed as a quarto – a squarish, smallish book made from printing eight pages on a single sheet of paper (four on each side), then folding and cutting the paper to create four leaves. A folio, by contrast, was the larger, more expensive format, using twice as much paper: sheets folded in half. Eighteen of Shakespeare’s plays were first printed in quarto form. The first quarto of Romeo and Juliet appeared in 1597, followed by a second quarto in 1599. The title of the first quarto advertises ‘An EXCELLENT Conceited Tragedie’, and the second ‘The MOST EX-cellent and lamentable Tragedie’, while the Chorus promises ‘misadventured piteous overthrows’, ‘death-marked love’ and the ‘children’s end’ (1.0.4–11). Cosmopolitan early modern theatregoers might also have recognised the plot as derived from a succession of sad poems and novellas about tragic Italian teenagers. In writing his first tragic heroine, Shakespeare put the kind of woman he’d perfected in his comedies – rebellious, rebarbative, and romantic – into a very different sort of play. Juliet’s tragedy is that she isn’t, as she imagines herself to be, in A Midsummer Night’s Dream.


Crucial to what makes Shakespeare’s Juliet distinctive is this tension between the surrounding tragedy and Juliet’s drive to live. Portents of death and disaster centre on Romeo: he is the one who intuits ‘some consequence, hanging in the stars’ of his ball attendance that will result in ‘untimely death’ (1.4.106–11), who dreams of himself as dead (5.1.6) and whom Juliet pictures in a grave (3.5.55–7). Both threaten suicide, but Romeo makes his threat an entire act before Juliet does – and for Juliet, it’s primarily an ultimatum to force the Friar’s help. When she does take the coma-inducing drug, she dreads death by poison, being ‘stifled in the vault’ or taking her own life while ‘distraught’ and ‘dash[ing] out [her] desperate brains’ (4.3.24–54).


Shakespeare’s determined Juliet is a marked departure from the play’s most immediate source material: Arthur Brooke’s 1562 Tragicall Historye of Romeus and Iulliet, a verse translation that popularised a fourteenth-century myth from Italian and French literature for English readers, and William Painter’s 1567 Palace of Pleasure, which transfigures Brooke’s story into prose with few alterations. Brooke’s heroine is not only constantly rehearsing for death, but in fact almost dies early after Romeus’s banishment, when ‘dedly panges’ see her ‘draw no more her breath’. Only strenuous efforts save Juliet: Brooke vividly describes how the Nurse ‘wringes/ her fingers and her toes’ to revive her. Brooke’s Juliet invariably cries ‘bitter teeres’ at the moments when Shakespeare’s Juliet is at her most rhapsodic; in Brooke’s balcony scene, her eyes as ‘fountaynes ronne’ (14v), while on her wedding night, crying again, she seems ‘like betwixt [Romeus’s] arms to faint’ (24r). Once Romeus is banished, ‘joylesse Juliet’ becomes suicidal, graphically threatening ‘Hedlong to throw her selfe/ downe from the windows height,/ And so to breake her slender necke’ (45v). Soon, she is offering to ‘perce my brest,/ with sharpe and bloody knife’, calling her mother ‘the murdresse of my life’ when the Capulets try to cure her depression with a wedding (52r; 54r). Unsurprisingly, the Juliet of Shakespeare’s sources is glad to sacrifice herself in death, telling the deceased Romeus in Brooke’s poem that she ‘willing/ offers to thee her gost’ (78r). This sustained despondency and death drive is all the more striking given that, unlike Shakespeare’s Juliet, both Brooke’s and Painter’s Juliets have intensely loving parents and three months’ happiness with Romeus. Brooke’s Juliet is also three years older than Shakespeare’s Juliet, and Painter’s four. When Shakespeare transplanted his comic heroine into a tragedy, to exploit the talents of the boy-player who’d conquered Rosaline and Hermia, he made her an age – thirteen – that Elizabethan audiences would have found scandalously, recklessly young.


Despite modern misapprehensions, the average first-time bride was twenty-two in Shakespeare’s day, with lower-class girls frequently marrying between twenty-four and twenty-seven. In fact, there were two (albeit failed) Parliamentary attempts to raise the age of consent for girls from twelve to fifteen during Shakespeare’s lifetime.13 Although Shakespeare’s Lady Capulet calculates that she had Juliet at thirteen (1.3.73–4), Lord Capulet is uneasy about even marrying Juliet to the Prince’s kinsman, warning him ‘too soon marr’d are those so early made’ (1.2.13). ‘Marr’d’ carried connotations of mutilation around the turn of the seventeenth century; the King James Bible (1611) used it to describe Christ’s face, assaulted and weeping, during the Passion. England’s own royal family was acutely aware of the danger of early marriage. Aged thirteen, Margaret Beaufort had barely survived delivering the future Henry VII. Forty-two years later, when Henry’s nine-year-old daughter, also called Margaret, was sought as a bride for James IV of Scotland, both Beaufort and her daughter-in-law vehemently objected. As Henry told the Spanish ambassador, ‘they fear the King of Scotland would not wait [original emphasis], but injure her and endanger her health’.14 Margaret eventually went to James at thirteen, the same age as Juliet; her first three children all died, and the first two deliveries nearly killed her, too.


Shakespeare’s Juliet embarks on an incredibly dangerous course of action at an uncommonly vulnerable age. Perhaps Shakespeare wanted to heighten the tragedy by making its most innocent victim especially young. Perhaps, too, Juliet’s age heightened the personal stakes for him: Susanna, Shakespeare’s eldest child, turned thirteen the year Romeo and Juliet was first performed.15 Susanna would ultimately marry in her mid-twenties – and marry well, to local physician John Hall – but if Shakespeare shared one attribute with his character Lord Capulet, it was careful concern for the family wealth. Most unusually, in his last will and testament, Shakespeare left lands and money directly to his female relatives – sister and daughters – rather than their husbands.16


In any case, the whirlwind of Juliet’s experience in Shakespeare’s play feels even more pronounced because Shakespeare aggressively truncates the timeframe he inherited from Brooke and Painter. While Brooke and Painter’s lovers enjoy three months of unperturbed secret marriage, Shakespeare’s Juliet goes from first kiss to second death in less than a week. Crucially, Shakespeare also scraps Brooke’s relentless moral condemnation of the lovers. Brooke’s preface vilifies them for ‘thrilling themselves to unhonest desire, neglecting the authoritie and advise of parents’ and ‘abusing the honorable name of lawefull marriage’; he intends his readers ‘to rayse [. . .] an hatefull lothyng of so filthy beastlynes’. Instead, Shakespeare’s Chorus and Prince consistently blame the parents: the Prince vehemently so, declaring that ‘a scourge is laid upon [their] hate’ and that ‘heaven’ has ‘found means to kill [their] joys with love’ (5.3.2915). Shakespeare instead makes Juliet the play’s source of moral authority. It is Juliet who pronounces her relationship with Romeo ‘too rash, too unadvised, too sudden’ (2.2.118), who notes that oaths may ‘prove false’ and who wishes she had ‘dwel[t] on form’ (2.2.88) rather than risk seeming ‘light’ (2.2.99). Brooke’s narrator is the poem’s moraliser; Shakespeare’s Juliet is the perceptive centre of the play.


The role of Juliet offered an astonishing opportunity for Shakespeare’s boy actor, turning that boy’s trajectory of diminutive, brunette, quick-witted women to devastatingly tragic advantage. Crucially, we now know who he was. Shakespeare’s first Juliet was a boy-player named Robert Gough, who lived to be honoured by the royal household and see his own son achieve even greater fame playing women’s roles. Critics have long disagreed over whether Robert or another boy, Alexander Cooke, would have originated Juliet. Both performed key roles in a now-lost play called The Second Part of The Seven Deadly Sins (originally written c. 1585, but restaged in the 1590s).17 We know this because of the play’s surviving ‘backstage plot’, a document summarising entrances and exits, and other details such as props. For a long time, this ‘backstage plot’ was thought to date from the early 1590s, before the time Shakespeare was writing Romeo and Juliet, when the key personnel who would have formed the cast might well have been different. However, research by David Kathman proves the ‘plot’ dates from 1598. Cooke was not bound as an apprentice until 26 January 1598, after Romeo and Juliet was on stage, and so could not have been Shakespeare’s first Juliet.18


We can only speculate about Robert Gough’s earliest years. His father may well have been the actor Thomas Goffe (a variant spelling that Robert would use at his own children’s baptisms). Thomas was a London barber-surgeon and travelling performer who acted at court with Sir Robert Lane’s Men at Christmas in 1571 and shared the major responsibility of receiving their payments.19 Goffe migrated to the Earl of Lincoln’s Company in 1572–3, probably as a result of 1572 legislation that demanded travelling players have aristocratic patrons. Poor old Sir Robert Lane didn’t qualify, but it’s possible that Robert Gough’s Christian name is a nod to his father’s former patron.20 Born in the early 1580s, evidence suggests young Robert was apprenticed to Thomas Pope. Pope was a comic actor – and strong contender for the first Falstaff – who toured Denmark and Germany with an English company before joining Strange’s Men in 1593. He acted there alongside Burbage, Shakespeare, and Augustine Phillips, before all four joined the Lord Chamberlain’s Men as sharers.21 Pope bequeathed ‘all his wearing apparel’ to Gough and fellow actor John Edmans, a common gesture from masters to (current or former) apprentices.22


After Gough and Cooke became co-stars in the company, Gough seems to have played younger characters; even if he was technically older, he evidently continued to have a younger playing age, implying a particularly diminutive, youthful appearance.23 Although Cooke couldn’t have been the first Helena to Gough’s Hermia, or the first Princess of France to Gough’s Rosaline, it’s likely he took over these roles. By the time Cooke was apprenticed, the most plausible originals – Henry Condell and Christopher Beeston – were respectively twenty-one and nineteen, ageing out of female characters. Cooke is a good candidate for Beatrice to Gough’s Hero in Much Ado About Nothing (c. 1598–9), and Rosalind to his Celia in As You Like It (c. 1599). In Twelfth Night, the diminutive Gough may also have played Maria (perhaps with Cooke as Olivia), another Shakespearean woman noted for her petite stature – other characters ironically call her a ‘giant’ or ‘Penthesilea’, the name of an Amazon queen (1.5.199; 2.3.172). If he did play Hero and Maria, Gough would have seen the Lord Chamberlain’s Men transfer from the Theatre in Shoreditch – unimaginatively named because it was England’s first permanent playhouse – to the Globe. The Theatre’s landlord, Giles Allen, claimed the building was his when the Burbages’ land-lease expired in 1598. That Christmas, while Allen celebrated at his country retreat, the actors – Gough perhaps among them – and carpenter Peter Street demolished the Theatre and carried its timber, piece by piece, to Street’s warehouse. In spring 1599, they ferried the wood across the Thames to Southwark, where Street built the Globe.


By the time Twelfth Night opened at the Globe, Gough was reaching the end of his boy-player career. He had played Juliet for the last time. Although he would ultimately join the royal court as an officer, a ‘Messenger of the Chamber’, his family connections with the theatre lasted for the rest of his life. In February 1603, Robert married: like Shakespeare, he was a precociously young husband. His bride was Elizabeth Phillips, sister of the actor and Globe sharer Augustine Phillips, and the step-sister of Thomas Pope, Gough’s probable former master.24


Robert and Elizabeth had five children in eleven years. The couple named their youngest son Alexander, perhaps in memory of Alexander Cooke, who had died a few months before the baby’s birth.25 The two former boy-players had remained close neighbours, living in St Saviour’s Parish for the rest of their lives. The young Alexander Gough, like both his father and namesake, became a boy-player, starring aged twelve as the concubine Caenis in Massinger’s The Roman Actor (1626). After the Restoration, seventeenth-century historian James Wright described him as the ‘Woman Actor at Blackfriars’, who, after the Puritans closed the theatres, organised secret performances in aristocrats’ homes. Like his father, he had evidently ‘made himself known to persons of Quality’.26


Robert Gough died in 1625. He was one of very few Chamberlain’s Men who survived to see himself listed among the ‘Principall Actors in all these Plays’ in Shakespeare’s First Folio, outliving Shakespeare himself, Burbage, Augustine Phillips, Will Kemp, Thomas Pope, Alexander Cooke, and Nicholas Tooley, many of whom had most likely appeared in the first Romeo and Juliet in 1596.27 We don’t have a precise date for the production, but it most likely happened at the Shoreditch Theatre, before plague closed London’s theatres on 22 July. Gough thus brought Shakespeare’s first tragic heroine to life in the oldest and greatest of the London playhouses, on the unusually large stage where he had already created witty, triumphant comic women. What would his performance have been like? And what of his acting? In Hamlet, Shakespeare offers a definition of good acting: ‘to hold, as ’twere, the mirror up to nature, to show virtue her own feature, scorn her own image’ (3.2.17–19). Hamlet exhorts actors to speak ‘trippingly on the tongue’; lightly and fluently, maintaining a ‘temperance’ and ‘smoothness’ even in the ‘whirlwind’ of ‘passion’ (3.2.1–6). He demands a reciprocity between voice and body: ‘suit the action to the word, the word to the action’, never overstepping ‘the modesty of nature’ (3.2.14–15). One of Hamlet’s demands suggests that what Shakespeare valued was a resemblance to contemporary manners, showing ‘the very age and body of the time his form and pressure’ (3.2.18–19). Given Gough’s long career in Shakespearean roles, we must assume that his acting met at least some of these demands for fluid delivery, smoothness, and realism. And given the anti-theatricalists’ complaints about players’ lavish costumes and potential for boy-players to seduce men into sodomy, we may also assume he looked gorgeous. Francis Meres’s description of Juliet as ‘true-harted’ suggests an emphasis on Juliet’s unshakeable fidelity to Romeo in those early performances. Gough was playing close to his own age, with more lines than Shakespeare had ever given him: the summer plague must have been not only a medical terror, but a bitter personal blow.


*


 


Romeo and Juliet was first printed in 1597: this first quarto has been dubbed a pirate version, a memorial reconstruction, or heavily edited text for touring – as the company did to Faversham, Dover, and Bristol in the summer of 1596.28 But its frontispiece makes one unusually helpful claim: that Romeo and Juliet had been ‘often (with great applause) plaid publiquely’. The assertion of applause is striking, and it is the only early quarto to make any such claim for a Shakespeare play. Evidently, Shakespeare’s new tragedy and new heroine were as popular as they were innovative – no wonder somebody wanted to cash in by rushing an unauthorised text into print.


In an age before mass literacy, Romeo and Juliet was so popular with readers that it sold out five quarto editions by 1637 – the same number as Hamlet, and a figure exceeded by only four of Shakespeare’s other plays. Early readers assiduously annotated and even corrected their quarto and Folio editions: a teenage John Milton added the Prologue when he found it missing from the First Folio, along with enthusiastic marginalia to mark his favourite lines.29 Choice quotations from the play appeared in the newly fashionable anthologies of extracts from contemporary literature. Romeo and Juliet was the most-cited Shakespeare play in Robert Allott’s England’s Parnassus and also makes a strong showing in John Bodenham’s Bel-vedére, published in 1600.30


The play’s popularity obviously irritated Shakespeare’s contemporaries. By 1598, John Marston was mocking fans’ habit of quotation, sneering that they spoke ‘naught but pure Iuliat and Romeo’.31 Marston also parodied the balcony scene in his play Jack Drum’s Entertainment (1601), where three enthusiastic wooers congregate beneath the heroine’s window.32 Henry Porter’s splendidly titled The Two Angry Women of Abington (1599) saw young lovers with feuding mothers interrupted at the same moment by a variety of relatives.33 Quotations from Juliet appear six times in the commonplace book of dedicated theatre fan Edmund Pudsey, compiled between 1596–1602 and a rare survival of its kind. Juliet even delighted the Archbishop of Canterbury, William Sancroft, who mentions her twice in his commonplace book.34 Juliet had other clerical fans: her desire to keep Romeo like a ‘wanton’s bird’ was compared to God’s love for ‘his Saints’ in Nicholas Robertson’s university sermons in 1620–1: the first step towards her popular canonisation as the patron saint of love.35


Where quotation led, fanfiction followed. Shakespeare’s Juliet became the subject of a range of extraordinary and – to say the least – varied creative responses, beginning soon after her stage debut. In 1599, well within the period when Gough was still playing Juliet, London publisher and literary opportunist William Jaggard (whose later Shakespeare credits included a 1619 ‘False’ Folio before its legitimate 1623 successor) released The Passionate Pilgrim. This twenty-one-poem anthology was solely attributed to Shakespeare, but was in fact a ragbag also containing work by Christopher Marlowe, Sir Walter Raleigh, and assorted other poets, including some still unidentified today. Shakespeare’s degree of cooperation on the volume is unknown, but when The Passionate Pilgrim was reprinted in 1612 with extracts from Thomas Heywood’s poem Troia Britannica, Heywood claimed that he and Shakespeare were ‘much offended’ that Jaggard ‘presumed to make bold with his name’.36 The title of the anthology is itself an allusion to Romeo and Juliet, reflecting how closely Shakespeare was associated with the play; at their first meeting, when Romeo addresses Juliet as a ‘saint’, she responds by calling him a ‘pilgrim’. Within the anthology, one anonymous poet riffs on Juliet’s ‘Parting is such sweet sorrow/ That I shall say goodnight till it be morrow’ (2.2.184–5), writing an alternative Romeo whose Juliet ‘at my parting sweetly’, throws ‘gazes to the East’, then concludes, ‘Good night of day now borrow/ Short night tonight, and length of thyself tomorrow’, echoing the play’s obsession with the night/dawn boundary.37 Cambridge undergraduate Thomas Prujean’s dreadful poetry collection Aurorata (1644) includes the sub-Ovidian poem ‘Juliet to Romeo’, purportedly correspondence during Romeo’s Mantuan exile. Juliet’s declaration (worth reading aloud) that ‘Thy breath is alwayes so delicious/ As if thou hadst command o’er Zephyrus’ is crashingly representative of Prujean’s oeuvre.38
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