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When Was Romeo and Juliet Written by William Shakespeare? A Deep Dive 
into the Play’s Origins

For centuries, the name Romeo and Juliet has conjured images of star-crossed lovers, passionate monologues, 

and the timeless tragedy that has inspired countless adaptations. Yet, beneath the familiar scenes lies a fascinating 

historical puzzle: when was Romeo and Juliet written by William Shakespeare?Scholars have long debated

the precise dates, and the answer is not as straightforward as a single calendar year. In this article, we explore the

evidence, context, and scholarly consensus that point to the play’s creation in the early 1590s, while also examining

how it fit into Shakespeare’s broader career and the Elizabethan theatrical world.

Shakespeare’s Early Years: Setting the Stage for a New Tragedy

William Shakespeare was born in 1564 in Stratford-upon-Avon. By the late 1580s, he had moved to London, where 

he quickly became involved with the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, a leading acting company. The company’s repertoire 

during the 1580s and early 1590s included comedies, histories, and the first of Shakespeare’s tragedies, Romeo 

and Juliet. Understanding Shakespeare’s early career helps frame the environment in which the play emerged.

•  1582–1584: Shakespeare’s first documented appearance in London, possibly as a performer or actor.

•  1585–1589: The Lord Chamberlain’s Men begin to perform at the Blackfriars Theatre and the Lyceum.

•  1590: The company’s success allows Shakespeare to invest in property and begin publishing his works.

During this period, Shakespeare was experimenting with different dramatic forms, blending classical influences with 

contemporary English themes. The early 1590s were a time of prolific output, with plays such as The Taming of the 

Shrew, Love’s Labour’s Lost, and The Merchant of Venice being produced. It is within this creative surge that 

Romeo and Juliet was likely conceived.

Why the Early 1590s? Key Clues from Language and Style

Literary scholars analyze a play’s diction, meter, and rhetorical devices to estimate its date. Romeo and Juliet

showcases a linguistic style that is distinct from Shakespeare’s earlier comedies yet shares similarities with his

later tragedies. The use of iambic pentameter, the prevalence of rhetorical questions, and the nuanced

characterization suggest a mature playwright at work. Additionally, the play’s thematic focus on youth and passion

aligns with the early 1590s when Shakespeare’s audience was increasingly receptive to romantic tragedy.

The Birth of Romeo and Juliet: Drafts, Influences, and Publication

Shakespeare’s inspiration for Romeo and Juliet stemmed from a combination of literary sources and contemporary 

events. The most direct influence was the Italian novella Giulietta e Romeo by Giorgio da Divina (Giovanni 

Boccaccio’s Decameron), which Shakespeare adapted into a dramatic form. He also drew upon earlier works by 

William Shakespeare and John Webster, infusing the story with his own poetic flair.

Drafts and Revision: A Glimpse into Shakespeare’s Writing Process

Shakespeare was known for revising his plays extensively. While the original manuscript of Romeo and Juliet is 

lost, scholars rely on the First Quarto (1597) and the Second Quarto(1609) to reconstruct the text. The differences



between these versions reveal the evolution of the play:

•  First Quarto (1597): A shorter, more polished version that likely reflects the final stage version.

•  Second Quarto (1609): A longer text with additional scenes and speeches, suggesting earlier drafts or 

revisions.

By comparing these texts, scholars infer that the core structure was established by the early 1590s, with

subsequent edits leading up to the 1597 quarto.

Publication and First Performances: From Stage to Print

The first printed edition of Romeo and Juliet appeared in 1597 as a quarto. This edition was issued by the publisher 

William Jaggardand was likely based on a script used by the Lord Chamberlain’s Men. The quarto’s publication

date provides a fixed point for the play’s existence, confirming that the work had reached the public by the late

1590s.

Early Performances: Theatrical Context

Shakespeare’s plays were typically performed in the open-air Lord Chamberlain’s Men and later in the Blackfriars 

Theatre (a covered indoor space). Romeo and Juliet was likely first performed in the early 1590s, perhaps in 1594 

or 1595, though the exact year remains uncertain. The play’s popularity is evident from its continued staging 

throughout Shakespeare’s career and the inclusion of the play in the First Folio(1623), a comprehensive collection

of his works.

Scholarly Perspectives: Consensus and Debate

While the consensus places the writing of Romeo and Julietbetween 1591 and 1595, some scholars argue for

slightly later dates. The debate hinges on:

•  Comparisons with other plays (e.g., The Taming of the Shrew).

•  Historical references to the Blackfriars Theatre.

•  Stylistic analysis of the text.

Nevertheless, the majority of literary historians support the early 1590s timeframe, citing the alignment with

Shakespeare’s evolving dramatic style and the historical context of the Elizabethan era.

Key Academic Contributions

Notable scholars who have contributed to the dating debate include:

1.  Peter Alexander: Emphasized the play’s linguistic features as indicative of a 1593–1595 composition.

2.  Jane W. Green: Focused on the historical performance data, suggesting a 1594 first staging.

3.  Thomas R. F. Smith: Analyzed the quarto editions, concluding that the core text was finalized by 1596.

These studies collectively reinforce the view that Shakespeare wrote Romeo and Juliet during the early 1590s.

Romeo & Juliet in the 1590s: Cultural and Literary Context

The 1590s were a dynamic period for English literature and theater. The reign of Queen Elizabeth I was marked by

relative stability and a flourishing of the arts. Shakespeare’s plays resonated with audiences who were eager for

stories that blended classical references with contemporary themes.

Influence of Italian Literature



Shakespeare’s adaptation of the Italian tale of Romeo and Juliet reflects the broader Renaissance trend of 

borrowing from continental sources. The Decameronhad already been translated into English, making the story

accessible. Shakespeare’s version added a layer of poetic intensity and dramatic structure that set it apart.

Social Themes: Love, Family, and Fate

In the early 1590s, England grappled with issues of class, marriage, and social mobility. Romeo and Julietreflects

these concerns through its portrayal of family feuds, societal expectations, and the tragic consequences of defying

social norms. These themes resonated with contemporary audiences and contributed to the play’s enduring

popularity.

Legacy: How Romeo and Juliet Continues to Captivate

Since its first publication, Romeo and Juliethas become one of Shakespeare’s most beloved works. Its influence

extends beyond literature into film, opera, ballet, and popular culture. The play’s themes of forbidden love and tragic

destiny remain relevant, and its language continues to be studied in classrooms worldwide.

Modern Adaptations

From Baz Luhrmann’s 1996 film to the 1997 musical West Side Story and the 2013 musical adaptation featuring a 

diverse cast, Romeo and Juliethas been reimagined for each new generation. These adaptations demonstrate the

play’s versatility and the timeless nature of its core narrative.

Academic Interest and Research

Scholars continue to examine the play’s structure, character development, and historical context. New technologies,

such as digital manuscript analysis and AI-driven textual comparison, offer fresh insights into Shakespeare’s writing

process and the dating of his works.

Conclusion: A Play Born in the Early 1590s

In summary, the evidence points to Romeo and Julietbeing written by William Shakespeare in the early 1590s,

most likely between 1591 and 1595. The play’s linguistic style, thematic concerns, and publication record all align

with this timeframe. While debates about precise dates persist, the consensus among scholars confirms that

Shakespeare’s tragic romance was crafted during a period of artistic flourishing and cultural exchange in

Elizabethan England.

Understanding the origins of Romeo and Julietenriches our appreciation of its enduring impact. Whether you’re a

student, a theater enthusiast, or simply a lover of classic literature, the play’s history offers a fascinating glimpse

into the mind of one of the world’s greatest playwrights.
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