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THE ENDURING MYSTERY OF A
TIMELESS TRAGEDY: WHEN WAS
ROMEO AND JULIET WRITTEN BY
WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

Few questions in English literature spark
as much curiosity as "When Was Romeo
A n d  J u l i e t  W r i t t e n  B y  W i l l i a m
Shakespeare."  The  answer,  while  not
pinned to  a  single  day,  is  one  of  the
most  fascinating  puzzles  in  literary
history.  Most  scholars  agree  that  the
Bard penned his most famous love story
between 1591 and 1595, with a strong
consensus  settling  around  1595-1596.
But the journey to pinpointing this date
is  far  more  interesting  than  a  simple
year. It involves detective work through
old manuscripts, plague outbreaks, and
the  stylistic  fingerprints  of  a  playwright
at  the  height  of  his  creative  powers.
Understanding  the  timeline  of  Romeo
and Juliet not only gives us insight into
Shakespeare ’s  career  but  a lso
illuminates  the  cultural  and  social
pressures  of  Elizabethan  England  that
shaped this iconic tragedy.

The Scholarly
Consensus on

the Composition
Date
When experts debate "When Was Romeo
A n d  J u l i e t  W r i t t e n  B y  W i l l i a m
Shakespeare,"  they rely  on a blend of
circumstantial and direct evidence. The
most  widely  accepted  window  is
1595-1596. This places the play in what
many  consider  Shakespeare's  "lyric
period,"  a  time  when  he  was  moving
away  from  comedies  and  histories
toward darker, more complex works. The
play's  first  known  publication  came  in
1597,  when  a  pirated  "bad  quarto"
appeared  in  print.  This  first  edition,
known as  Q1,  was  likely  put  together
from  memory  by  actors,  containing
significant  errors  and  abridgments.  The
existence  of  this  flawed  edition  proves
the play was already popular enough on
the London stage to be worth stealing
and  printing  by  a  publisher  hoping  to
cash in on its success.
Further evidence for a 1595-1596 date
comes from internal references. In Act I,
Scene  3,  the  Nurse  mentions  her
daughter Susan who "was too good for
me" and states that Susan would have
been her age in eleven years. She then
says it has been "come Lammas-eve at
night shall she be fourteen." The Nurse
also recalls the day of the earthquake,
which  scholars  have  linked  to  a  real
earthquake felt in England on April 6,
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1580. If the character Susan was born
before  this  earthquake,  the  timeline
works  out  perfectly  for  a  play  written
around 1595-1596. This kind of precise
internal  logic  was  not  accidental;
Shakespeare  often  wove  topical
references into his work to ground it in
the lived experience of his audience.

The Plague
Connection: A
Halt in the
Theatres
One of the most compelling arguments
for the composition window involves the
bubonic  plague.  London  theaters  were
frequently  shut  down during outbreaks
to  prevent  the  spread  of  disease.  A
major epidemic hit London in 1593 and
continued  intermittently  through  1594.
During  this  closure,  the  city’s  acting
companies  were  forced  to  tour  the
provinces or disband. Shakespeare, who
was a member of the Lord Chamberlain's
Men, had a period of relative inactivity
on the London stage. This forced hiatus
is  actually  a  gift  to  literary  historians.
The  emotional  intensity,  poet ic
experimentation,  and  sheer  length  of
Romeo  and  Juliet  suggest  it  was
written during a period of concentrated
focus, possibly while the theaters were
dark.  The  play’s  obsession  with  time,
haste,  and  untimely  death  may  also
reflect the plague’s omnipresent shadow
over London life.
Scholars like Jonathan Bate and Stanley
Wells argue that 1595 is the most logical
date because Shakespeare’s style in the
play shows a mastery of poetic drama

that  he  had  not  yet  achieved  in  his
earlier works like The Two Gentlemen of
Verona  or  Richard  III.  The  verse  in
Romeo  and  Juliet  is  more  flexible,
m o r e  p a s s i o n a t e ,  a n d  m o r e
experimental  than  anything  he  had
written  before.  The  famous  balcony
scene, with its shifting between sonnet
form  and  blank  verse,  represents  a
technical leap forward. This stylistic leap
suggests  a  writer  in  his  early  thirties,
confident and ambitious, ready to tackle
profound themes of love, fate, and social
conflict.  It  is  the  work  of  a  playwright
who  has  found  his  voice.

Source Material:
The Roots of
Verona's
Tragedy
To understand "When Was Romeo And
Juliet Written By William Shakespeare,"
we  must  also  look  at  what  he  was
reading.  Shakespeare  rarely  invented
plots from scratch. He adapted existing
stories,  adding  his  own  psychological
depth and poetic language. For Romeo
and Juliet,  his  primary  source  was  a
long narrative  poem by  Arthur  Brooke
titled  The  Tragical  History  of  Romeus
and Juliet,  published in 1562.  Brooke’s
poem,  in  turn,  was  based  on  Italian
translations of Matteo Bandello’s novella
(1554)  and  Luigi  da  Porto’s  earlier
version (circa 1524).  Shakespeare also
likely consulted William Painter’s Palace
of Pleasure (1567), a collection of stories
that included a prose version of the tale.
However,  what  Shakespeare  added  is
what makes the play immortal. Brooke’s
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poem  takes  nine  months  to  unfold;
Shakespeare  compresses  the  entire
story  into  a  whirlwind  of  four  to  five
days.  This  compression  heightens  the
sense of urgency and fate. He also gave
voice  to  secondary  characters ,
transforming  the  Nurse  and  Mercutio
from  simple  plot  devices  into  vivid,
memorable  personalities.  Mercutio,  in
pa r t i cu l a r ,  i s  a lmos t  en t i r e l y
Shakespeare’s creation. The Queen Mab
speech, a dazzling piece of Elizabethan
imagination,  appears  nowhere  in  the
sources. This points to a playwright at
his  most  inventive,  working  between
1593 and 1596, when his creativity was
exploding in new directions.

Publication and
the "Bad Quarto"
Problem
The publication history of Romeo and
Juliet  also helps narrow down when it
was  written.  The  first  quarto  (Q1)
appeared  in  1597  under  the  title:  An
Excellent conceited Tragedie of  Romeo
and  Juliet.  This  edition  is  famously
corrupt. It is about 800 lines shorter than
the authoritative version that appeared
in the First Folio of 1623. The Q1 text
has garbled passages, missing speeches,
and  significant  differences  in  character
names (the Prince is called "Escalus" in
Q1 but "Prince" in later editions). Most
scholars  believe  Q1  is  a  "memorial
reconstruction,"  meaning  it  was  put
together  by actors  who performed the
play,  trying  to  recall  their  parts  for  a
publisher. The fact that a pirate edition
existed just two years after the play was
likely  written  confirms  its  explosive
popularity  and  suggests  the  official

composition date cannot  be later  than
1596.
The second quarto (Q2), printed in 1599,
is  much  longer  and  closer  to  what
Shakespeare  actually  wrote.  The  title
page  proudly  declares  it  is  "Newly
corrected,  augmented,  and  amended."
This implies that the 1599 version was
b a s e d  o n  S h a k e s p e a r e ’ s  o w n
manuscript, or "foul papers," recovered
after  the  success  of  the  play.  The
existence of  both a bad quarto and a
good  quarto  within  a  few  years  of
composition  gives  scholars  a  firm  "not
later  than" date.  If  the play had been
written  much earlier,  say  in  1590,  we
would expect to see more publications or
references before 1597. The fact that it
burst into print so quickly after its stage
debut  strongly  suggests  a  mid-1590s
origin.

The Stylistic
Fingerprint:
Evolution of a
Dramatist
Literary detectives use stylistic analysis
to  date  Shakespeare’s  plays  with
remarkable  precision.  When  asking
"When Was Romeo And Juliet Written By
William Shakespeare," they look at the
playwright’s use of rhyme, punctuation,
and  vocabulary.  In  his  early  career
(1589-1594),  Shakespeare used a high
proportion of rhyming couplets and the
so-called  "end-stopped"  lines,  where
each  line  of  verse  concludes  with  a
pause.  Romeo  and  Juliet  shows  a
significant  shift.  While  it  still  contains
m o r e  r h y m e  t h a n  h i s  l a t e r
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tragedies—the Prologue is a sonnet, and
the  lovers'  dialogue  often  falls  into
sonnet form—the blank verse is far more
flexible.  Shakespeare begins  using "run-
on" lines, where the meaning continues
unbroken from one line to the next. This
creates  a  more natural,  conversational
flow.
For example, in the balcony scene (Act
2,  Scene  2),  Romeo’s  language  flows
seamlessly:  "But,  soft!  what  light
through yonder window breaks? / It
is the east, and Juliet is the sun."
The enjambment (the flow from one line
to the next without a syntactic pause) is
master fu l .  Th i s  i s  a  techn ique
Shakespeare perfected in the mid-1590s.
Contrast  this  with  the  more  stilted,
heavily rhymed verse of Love’s Labour’s
Lost  (circa  1594)  or  The  Comedy  of
Errors (circa 1592). The stylistic leap is
so  evident  that  even  without  external
evidence,  scholars  could place Romeo
and Juliet at the precise moment when
Shakespeare  was  transitioning  from  a
promising  playwright  into  a  mature
artist.

How the
Elizabethan
Audience Shaped
the Date
The  cultural  context  of  the  mid-1590s
also  helps  answer  "When  Was  Romeo
A n d  J u l i e t  W r i t t e n  B y  W i l l i a m
Shakespeare." By 1595, Queen Elizabeth
I was in her sixties, and the question of
succession  was  a  looming  national
anx ie ty .  The  p lay ’ s  themes  o f
generational  conflict,  the  destruction  of

youth  by  the  old,  and  the  failure  of
authority  figures  to  maintain  peace
resonated deeply with an audience living
in uncertain times. The character of Friar
Laurence,  with his  failed plan to unite
the lovers, mirrors the anxieties about a
nation without a clear heir. Young people
were dying, and the old were in charge.
This  was  not  just  fiction;  it  was  social
commentary.
Moreover,  the  play’s  obsession  with
dueling  and  masculine  honor
reflected  real  Elizabethan  concerns.  The
1590s saw a surge in dueling among the
upper classes,  often sparked by minor
slights.  Mercutio’s  death  in  Act  3—a
point less  escalat ion  of  a  street
brawl—would  have  felt  disturbingly
contemporary  to  Shakespeare’s
audience. By placing the story in Verona,
Italy,  Shakespeare  created  a  safe
distance,  but  the  emotions  and  social
dynamics were purely Elizabethan. This
cultural  relevance  suggests  a  play
written not as a distant historical artifact
but as a mirror held up to the 1590s. It
is,  in  every  sense,  a  product  of  its
time—a time that we can now pinpoint
with remarkable accuracy.

Common
Misconceptions
About the
Composition
Date
There are a few myths that persist about
when Romeo and Juliet  was  written.
Some older sources claim a date as early
as  1591,  based  on  a  reference  to  an
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"earthquake" in the Nurse’s speech. But
as  mentioned  earlier,  that  earthquake
was in 1580, and the character timeline
still  supports 1595-1596. Another myth
is  that  Shakespeare  wrote  the  play
immediately after returning from a trip
to  I t a l y .  The re  i s  no  ev idence
Shakespeare ever traveled to Italy.  He
got  his  Italian  setting  entirely  from
books. A third misconception is that the
play was written in 1597 because that is
the  first  printed  edition.  However,  the
existence of Q1 in 1597 proves it  was
already  on  stage  and  popular,  which
pushes the composition date back.
Scholars  also  dismiss  the  idea  that
Romeo and Juliet  was written during
the plague years of 1593-1594 as a kind
of  "sickbed  project."  While  the  plague
may  have  influenced  the  play’s
atmosphere, the stylistic evidence points
to  1595.  The  play  was  likely  first
performed at the Theatre in Shoreditch,
the  home  of  the  Lord  Chamberlain’s
Men,  in  late  1595 or  early  1596.  This
performance  date  aligns  with  the
company’s  known  repertoire  and  the

management  structure  of  the  time.
Richard  Burbage,  the  company’s  lead
actor,  almost  certainly  played  Romeo,
and  his  success  in  the  role  helped
cement  his  reputation  as  the  greatest
actor of the age.

Why the Date
Matters for
Modern Readers
Knowing "When Was Romeo And Juliet
Written  By  Will iam  Shakespeare"
enhances our appreciation of the play in
profound  ways.  It  was  written  at  a
moment  when  Shakespeare  was  still
relatively  young  (he  was  about  31  in
1595),  and  the  play  has  a  youthful
energy  that  his  later  tragedies  lack.
Unlike Hamlet  or  King Lear,  which are
dominated  by  older  characters  and
existential despair, Romeo and Juliet is
driven by adolescent passion. The play’s
famous line,  "These violent delights
have violent ends,


