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Sources (Excerpts – D.A. inclusive of references likewise bracketed) 

 

Howard Staunton (1810-1874) 

 

 This play, is indisputedly one of the earliest productions of Shakespeare’s mind . . 

.which Mr Malone originally assigned to the year 1595; but he subsequently fixed the 

date of its production to 1591. (Citing incidents of pestilence within the play itself and 

Lord Essex’s exploits in 1591 with 4,000 men assisting Henry IV of France, and several 



voyages of discovery also referred to in the play about that same time by Raleigh, 

Cavendish and others.) Staunton concludes by ascribing to the poet (Shakespeare) “the 

power of producing seventeen plays – and such plays! – in seven years between 1585 

and 1591”             

 

Edmund Malone (1741-1812) 

 

“Having already given the reasons why I suppose this to have been our author’s first 

play, it is only necessary to say here, that I believe it to have been written in 1591.” 

 

August Wilhelm von Schlegel (1767-1845) 

 

 The ‘Two Gentlemen of Verona’ paints the irresolution of love, and its infidelity 

to friendship, pleasantly enough, but in some degree superficially – we might almost say, 

with the levity of mind which a passion suddenly entertained, and as suddenly given up, 

presupposes. The faithless lover is at last, on account of a very ambiguous repentance, 

forgiven without much difficulty by his first mistress. For the more serious part, the 

premeditated flight of the daughter of a prince, the capture of her father along with 

herself by a band of robbers, of which one of the Two Gentlemen, the betrayed and 

banished friend, has been against his will elected captain: for all this a peaceful solution 

is soon found. It is as if the course of the world was obliged to accommodate itself to a 

transient youthful caprice, called love. Julia, who accompanies her faithless lover in the 

disguise of a page, is, as it were, a light sketch of the tender female figures of a Viola or 

an Imogen, who, in the latter pieces of Shakespeare, leave their home in similar disguises 

on love adventures, and to whom a peculiar charm is communicated by the display of the 

most virginly modesty in their hazardous and problematical situation.               

 

David Akenhead (1946 - ) Theatre Manager, Producer, actor, critic 

 
Youthful relations and exuberance coupled with an innate desire to rattle an 

Establishment determined to ensure that young men desirous of advancement are ensured 

their acceptability by distinction at home and abroad after the acute failure of the Spanish 

Armada. Never mind the plot which is weak at best, but rocking the boat earns the play 

some approbation in the face of its critics, a lot of laughs, with some divine poetry 

intermingled. In short, a recipe for a good night out, in Shakespeare’s day, at least, spared 

the usual talk of drudgery, famine, disease, death and the occasional conflagration! 

 

Panthino advising his master, Antonio, about the shortcomings of his son, Proteus. 

‘He wondered that your lordship 

Would suffer him to spend his youth at home. 

While other men, of slender reputation  

Put forth their sons to see to seek preferment out: 

Some to the wars, to try their fortune there; 



Some to discover islands far away; 

Some to the studious universities. 

For any, or for all these exercises, 

He said that Proteus your son was meet’ 

 

‘For he was more than over shoes in love’ 

‘Home-keeping youth have ever homely wits’  

 

‘O! how this spring of love resembleth 

The uncertain glory of an April day, 

Which now shows all the beauty of the sun, 

And by and by a cloud takes all away!’ 

 

‘Or as one nail by strength drives out another, 

So the remembrance of my former love 

Is by a newer object quite forgotten’ 

 

‘Except I be by Silvia in the night, 

There is no music in the nightingale; 

Unless I look on Silvia in the day, 

There is no day for me to look upon.’ 

 

‘I fly not death, to fly his deadly doom: 

Tarry I here, I but attend on death; 

But, fly I hence, I fly away from life’ 

 

SPEED ‘Item: She can sew.’ 

LAUNCE ‘That’s as much as to say, Can she so?’ 

SPEED ‘Here follow her vices.’ 

LAUNCE Close at the heels of her virtues. 

SPEED ‘Item: She is not to be kiss’d fasting, in respect of her breath.’ 

LAUNCE Well, that fault may be mended by a breakfast. Read on. 

SPEED ‘Item, She hath a sweet mouth.’ 

LAUNCE That makes amends for her sour breath. 

SPEED ‘Item: She doth talk in her sleep.’ 

LAUNCE It’s no matter for that, so she sleep not in her talk. 

SPEED ‘Item: She is slow in words.’ 

LAUNCE O villain, that set this down among her vices! To be slow in words is a 

woman’s only virtue: I pray thee, out with’t, and place it for her chief virtue. 

 

I defer to John Goodwin RSC and his Shakespeare Guide 1990 for the sequence of 

events. 

 



The Two Gentlemen of Verona tells of the changing fortunes of two friends, Valentine 

and Proteus. Valentine loves Silvia; Proteus loves Julia. Proteus becomes infatuated with 

Silvia, thus betraying his friendship with Valentine. Parallel to the adventures of these 

two gentlemen run the adventures of their two servants, Speed and Launce, and Launce’s 

dog, Crab. In the end, the bond of friendship between Valentine and Proteus is 

reaffirmed, and they are united with their original love-partners. 

 

Whatever its shortcomings as a story, the play has wit, some lovely verse, a fresh 

experimental style, and one immortal lyric, “Who is Silvia, What is she?” (That all our 

swains commend her?) 

 

There are, too, Launce’s comic and touching soliloquies about his deplorable and loved 

mongrel. Crab. 

 

But to audiences familiar with Shakespeare, the play’s main fascination lies in the way it 

contains the seeds of ideas, themes and characters that the dramatist was to make grow 

and flourish in later, more mature works: in, for instance, As You Like It, Twelfth Night, 

Romeo and Juliet and A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Caryl Brahms puts this element in 

The Two Gentlemen beautifully. ‘A line here, and a situation there, speaks to the attentive 

heart like the voice of an old friend.’ 

 

The Two Gentlemen of Verona 1593 
Above part of my legacy to Shakespeare, courtesy of my former wife, Celia 

Ruth Staunton and her celebrated ancestor Howard Staunton (1810-1874), supreme 

Shakespearean authority from his Globe Illustrated Shakespeare, and a former 

English Chess Grand Master to boot! Enjoy my digital Jumbo crossword evolved 

from two chess supremos: Howard Staunton and Edmund Akenhead former Times 

crossword editor 1965-1983 via his mother, Myrtle Akenhead nee Nicholson Grant 

MacGregor, former Ladies Chess Champion of Somerset who I had the audacity to 

beat aged 10 with hitherto unconventional moves using the Queen’s pawn! 
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