
  
    WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE


    ENGLISH PLAYWRIGHT AND POET


    
      	Born in Stratford-upon-Avon in 1564.
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    Hailed as Britain’s greatest dramatist, William Shakespeare wrote and produced around 39plays, as well as a famous sequence of 154sonnets and two long narrative poems. He married Anne Hathaway, with whom he had three children (Susanna, Hamnet, and Judith). As well as a writer, Shakespeare was also an actor and part-owner of his playing company, the Lord Chamberlain’s Men (later the King’s Men). In 1599, the Lord Chamberlain’s Men moved to the purpose-built Globe Theatre, which burned down in an accident involving a theatrical cannon in 1613, before being rebuilt in 1614. Besides providing valuable insight into the Elizabethan and Jacobean times in which he lived and wrote, Shakespeare’s works are often praised as timeless guides to human nature and art that continue to be relevant today.
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    Often thought to be Shakespeare’s earliest play (as it is supposed to have been written around the early 1590s), although not published until the 1623 First Folio edition, The Two Gentlemen of Verona establishes many of the key themes Shakespeare returned to throughout his career as a playwright: the experience of being in love and inconstancy in love, the power of language and art to alter objects, and the nature of life as a performance. This latter theme is embodied in the play by Julia disguising her gender and through the use of a play within the play, a motif Shakespeare returns to in key works such as Hamlet (1603). Although The Two Gentleman of Verona has a reputation as one of Shakespeare’s less frequently performed plays, it has been the subject of a variety of adaptations since it was first written. Defying the conventions of pure comedies or tragedies, the play challenges audiences and readers to reconcile its comic tone and neat resolution with the inconstancies and misdeeds it contains. As a result, it functions as a useful introduction to Shakespeare’s self-awareness of the limits of genre.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    ACT ONE: VALENTINE DEPARTS FOR THE DUKE’S PALACE


    Proteus sees off his friend Valentine, who berates him for having fallen in love: an affliction Valentine believes himself to be immune to. Valentine’s servant, Speed, follows after his master, having delivered a letter on Proteus’s behalf to Proteus’s beloved, Julia. In the garden of Julia’s house she debates the virtues of her various suitors with her waiting-woman and Proteus is recommended to her. She is unconvinced until she is given Proteus’s letter and seemingly falls in love. When his father walks in and catches him with a letter he has just received from Julia, Proteus lies and claims that the letter is an entreaty from Valentine to join him in Milan: at this, having already decided he should go to Milan, his father proclaims that he must depart the very next day.


    ACT TWO: PROTEUS JOINS VALENTINE IN MILAN


    In a conversation between Speed and his master, Valentine, it is revealed that Valentine has fallen in love with the Duke’s daughter Silvia. Speed mocks Valentine’s conventional symptoms of lovesickness: spending time alone and “wreathing” his arms (Act2, Scene1). Speed claims that Valentine’s love has “deformed” Silvia (ibid.), making her over into a “painted” beauty (ibid.). Silvia herself appears and Valentine hands her a letter she has asked him to write to her beloved. Silvia tells him to take the letter back, which Speed interprets as a sign that Valentine himself is the man she is in love with, and that she has contrived to get him to write to himself.


    Julia and Proteus swear their constancy and exchange rings before parting.


    In a comic aside, Proteus’s servant Launce parts from his dog, Crab, whom he berates for not crying at his departure. Launce stages a mini-play of the parting to demonstrate the dog’s bad behaviour before following Proteus to Milan.


    At the Duke’s Palace, Valentine bickers with another of Silvia’s suitors, Sir Thurio. The Duke enters to ask Valentine’s opinion of Proteus, whom Valentine recommends as superior even to himself. Proteus then appears and is introduced to Silvia before she leaves the room. Valentine sings Silvia’s praises to Proteus and then leaves the room, at which point Proteus declares that he himself has fallen in love with her from Valentine’s description. Valentine has told Proteus that he and Silvia plan to elope in secret, and Proteus now resolves to reveal this to her father.


    At home in Verona, Julia is desperate to follow Proteus and contrives to disguise herself as a male page to do so.


    ACTS THREE AND FOUR: THE WOOING OF SILVIA AND VALENTINE’S BANISHMENT


    Proteus reveals Valentine and Silvia’s plan to elope to the Duke who encounters Valentine soon afterwards. Knowing that Valentine is concealing a rope ladder he is intending to use to climb to Silvia’s window, the Duke pretends that he himself needs to reach a tower to court a lady, and asks Valentine to remove his cloak, revealing the ladder and a letter to Silvia. Valentine is banished. A comic scene follows between the servants Launce and Speed as they read a newspaper description of a milkmaid Launce is interested in courting. Speed then proceeds to the North gate to accompany his master in his banishment.


    At the palace, Silvia continues to refuse Sir Thurio. Proteus says that he will slander Valentine to Silvia and recommend Thurio, advising him to send tear-stained sonnets to woo her.


    Meanwhile, Valentine enters a forest where he meets a group of outlaws and claims he has been banished for killing a man in a fight. The outlaws elect him their captain.


    Back at the Duke’s Palace, Proteus advises Thurio to woo Silvia by sending musicians to serenade her. Julia, who has entered the palace in her disguise, overhears the song and, guessing Proteus’s feelings for Silvia, laments Proteus’s inconstancy. After the musicians and Thurio leave, Proteus attempts to woo Silvia, and claims that both Julia and Valentine are dead when she accuses him of wronging them. When she still refuses him, he asks for a painting of her to love in her place.


    Silvia arranges to meet a nobleman called Sir Eglamour to assist her in escaping to Mantua to find Valentine. They arrange to meet at Friar Patrick’s cell the next night.


    Launce passes through with his dog, ruminating on the nature of servitude, due to which he has been forced to take the blame himself for the misdeeds of his pet.


    Proteus instructs Julia (in disguise as a page) to deliver a ring and letter to Silvia. Silvia refuses to accept the gift since the ring that Proteus is offering her was originally given to him by Julia. She does consent to send the painting she promised. Julia, still in disguise, tells Silvia that she once wore Julia’s clothes as a costume for a play, and that Julia wept as she watched the performance, increasing Silvia’s sympathy for the other woman’s plight.


    ACT FIVE: ALL’S WELL THAT ENDS WELL?


    Silvia and Sir Eglamour set out to escape. Soon after, the Duke discovers that Silvia has escaped, and sends men in pursuit of her. Silvia is captured by the outlaws and is being brought to their captain, Valentine, when Proteus and Julia (in disguise) appear. Proteus boasts that he has saved Silvia, but she denies this and declares her hatred of him. Enraged, Proteus declares that he will love Silvia “’gainst the nature of love,–force ye” (Act5, Scene4). Valentine emerges from his hiding place and demands that Proteus release Silvia, condemning him for his treachery. When Proteus claims that he is overcome by guilt and shame, Valentine believes his plea and forgives him. He adds that since Proteus is so repentant he will consent to let him be with Silvia. At this moment Silvia faints and the disguised Julia’s anguish becomes apparent. She claims she is anxious about a ring she had been charged with delivering, at which point she produces the ring Proteus had given her and reveals herself to be Julia at last. Once again, Proteus is berated and apparently forgiven, and Valentine joins Julia and Proteus’s hands. The outlaws, the Duke, and Thurio all appear, but Thurio quickly gives up his claim to Silvia when Valentine challenges him. The Duke is appalled by Thurio’s change of heart and consents to Valentine and Silvia’s match. They all walk on together to recount the tale of what has happened. Valentine promises that they will hold a joint wedding and “one feast, one house, one mutual happiness” (ibid.) will be theirs.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    PROTEUS


    Son of nobleman Don Antonio, Proteus is initially described as consumed by love, remaining at home and failing to broaden his mind by travelling abroad. Valentine warns him that “[h]ome-keeping youths have ever homely wits” (Act1, Scene1) and his father similarly desires that he be “tried and tutor’d in the world” (Act1, Scene3). The bulk of Proteus’s education seems to have come from books: for example, he says that he will pray for Valentine on a book he loves, and Valentine teases him that this will be a copy of Hero and Leander (Ancient Greek myth). It is when Proteus travels into the real world of Milan that his high ideals of “true constancy” (Act2, Scene2) to Julia, which he swears upon their parting, quickly give way to an obsession with the image of Silvia as described by Valentine. Proteus’s corruption in large part appears to be an aesthetic one, he seems obsessed with how Silvia appears, desiring a painting of her to love in her place when she refuses him. Proteus is the ultimate betrayer, turning his back almost instantly on both Julia and his best friend Valentine. Proteus comes to stand for a warning about taking words at face value: his oaths and promises are ultimately empty and the other characters are deceived by him because they take his lies for truth. Proteus’s sudden repentance is itself perhaps a deceptive one and the audience is left to wonder whether or not we should trust his final oath.


    VALENTINE


    Valentine, the other of the two titular gentlemen, is immediately set up in contrast to Proteus: a man eager to gain honour and wisdom abroad and unconcerned with love. Yet, as soon as we catch up with Valentine in Milan we find him so lovesick that he is caressing a glove which has fallen from Silvia’s hand. Valentine’s presence is often almost clownish: he happily assists the Duke’s efforts to uncover his plot to elope with Silvia when he thoughtlessly recommends their planned method of escape to the Duke, and is thereby exposed on stage with the rope ladder wrapped around him. Valentine appears to be a good friend to Proteus, recommending him as one of “experience old” (Act2, Scene4) and “judgment ripe” (ibid.) to the Duke, and ultimately forgiving him for his betrayal. However, we are called to question Valentine’s judgment when he offers Silvia up to Proteus, who has just attempted to assault her. Furthermore, his comments on women earlier in the play, calling them “fools” (Act3, Scene1) who must be flattered and wooed with jewels, imply that he is likely as much of a misogynist as Proteus at heart. After all, when the Duke finally assents to his marriage to Silvia he says only “the gift has made me happy” (Act5, Scene4), as if Silvia is simply an object in his possession.


    SILVIA


    From the moment she appears onstage, Silvia is established as true to her word – and to a much greater extent than the principle male characters. Though she is forced to play tricks to reveal her affection for Valentine, asking him to pen a love-letter she then returns to him, she remains steadfast in this claimed love throughout the play. Silvia continually rebuffs and chastises Proteus for his treachery, refusing to believe the new oaths he invents, having broken his old ones. She is astutely aware of the wrong done to Julia and displays sympathy for her plight, as demonstrated when she gives her purse to the disguised Julia as a token to ease Julia’s sorrow at her betrayal. Just before the attempted assault she rebuffs Proteus a final time, stating that “[a]ll men but Proteus” (Act5, Scene4) respect their friends when in love. It is thus significant that for the remainder of the final scene Silvia does not speak a single line, a physical representation of the agency that is taken from her by her treatment as an object to be offered up for marriage.


    JULIA


    Like Silvia, Julia is capable of loving constantly and having sympathy, even for Proteus after he has betrayed her. Her decision to disguise herself as a male page to follow Proteus to Milan demonstrates her awareness that she is able to perform a different role in society and thereby be given different privileges. Since the audience have a unique insight into Julia’s disguise, she is often used by Shakespeare to communicate with the audience. Julia’s declaration, in disguise
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