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THE SEARCH FOR
SHAKESPEARE'S
STAR-CROSSED
LOVERS: WAS
THERE A ROMEO
AND JULIET TRUE
STORY?

F o r  c e n t u r i e s ,
audiences  have  been
capt ivated  by  the
tragic tale of Verona’s
most  famous  couple.
The story of two young
lovers  from  feuding
families, willing to defy
the world for a love so
intense  it  could  only
end in catastrophe, has
become the archetype
of  romantic  tragedy.
When  we  watch  the

p l a y  o r  s e e  a n
adaptation,  a question
often  lingers  in  the
back  of  our  minds:  Is
this just a brilliant work
of  fiction,  or  is  there  a
Romeo  And  Juliet
True  Story  buried
beneath the poetry?
T h e  a n s w e r  i s  a s
layered  as  the  play
i t s e l f .  W h i l e
Shakespeare  certainly
took immense creative
liberties,  he  did  not
invent  the  plot  from
scratch. The story has
roots  in  older  Italian
t a l e s ,  a n d  s o m e
historians argue that it
m a y  b e  l o o s e l y
inspired  by  very  real
events  and  people
from  14th-century
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Italy.  Understanding
the  journey  from  fact
to  fiction  reveals  a
fascinating story about
how history, literature,
and legend intertwine.
In  this  article,  we will
d i g  deep  i n to  the
histor ica l  record,
e x a m i n e  t h e
foundational texts that
inspired the Bard, and
explore  the  possibility
that a real couple from
Verona  lived  a  love
s t o r y  t h a t  w o u l d
eventually  become  a
global  myth.  We  will
separate  the  poetic
l i c e n s e  f r o m  t h e
possible  Romeo  And
Juliet True Story and
discover  how  a  local
Italian tragedy became
t h e  w o r l d ' s  m o s t
famous  romance.

THE ITALIAN
ROOTS: BEFORE
SHAKESPEARE,

THERE WAS DA
PORTO AND
BANDELLO

To  find  the  origins  of
the  ta le ,  we  must
j o u r n e y  b a c k  t o
Renaissance Italy. Long
b e f o r e  t h e  G l o b e
Theatre  was  bui l t ,
Italian  writers  were
te l l i ng  s to r i e s  o f
feuding  families  and
tragic lovers. The most
significant  precursor  to
Shakespeare's play is a
novella  by  an  Italian
p r i e s t  and  wr i t e r
n a m e d  M a t t e o
Bandello, published in
1554 .  Bande l l o ’ s
version,  The  Goodly
History  of  the  Two
Lovers  o f  Verona ,
contained many of the
elements we recognize
today:  the  feuding
families  of  Montecchi
( M o n t a g u e )  a n d
Cappelletti  (Capulet),
the  secret  marriage,
the  banishment,  and
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t h e  t r a g i c
miscommunication that
leads  to  the  tomb
scene.
However,  Bandello
himself  was  not  the
originator.  He  was
retelling  a  story  that
had  been  written  by
another  Italian author,
Luigi da Porto, in 1530.
Da  Porto’s  version,
Historia  novellamente
ritrovata  di  due  nobili
amanti,  is  the  first  to
give  the  lovers  the
names  Romeo  and
Giulietta. It is also the
first  to  place  the  story
in Verona and to name
the feuding families as
the  Montecchi  and
Cappelletti .
Th i s  i s  whe re  the
search  for  a  Romeo
And Juliet True Story
gets  interesting.  Da
Porto claimed that his
story was based on a
true event that he had
heard from a friend or
perhaps  from  local

tradition.  He  set  his
tale  in  the  early  14th
century,  during  the
reign  of  Bartolomeo
del la  Scala,  a  real
historical  figure  who
ruled  Verona  from
1 3 0 1  t o  1 3 0 4 .  B y
anchoring the story to
a  known  histor ical
ruler, Da Porto gave his
fiction  a  veneer  of
historical  authenticity.

Luigi da
Porto:
The
Likely
First
Author
Alessandro Da Porto, a
soldier and author, was
k n o w n  f o r
romanticizing  his  own
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l i fe.  Some  l i terary
historians suggest that
Da  Porto's  sad  love
story may have been a
fictionalized account  of
his  own  unrequited
love  for  his  cousin,
Lucina  Savorgnan.  In
this theory, the Romeo
And Juliet True Story
i s  a  t r a n s p a r e n t
allegory for Da Porto’s
own personal  tragedy.
H e  w a s  f r o m  t h e
aristocratic  class,  and
his family was involved
i n  t h e  f a c t i o n a l
violence  that  plagued
Northern  Italy.  The
feud  between  the
M o n t e c c h i  a n d
Cappelletti was not just
a  s t o r y ;  i t  w a s  a
reflection  of  the  real
political conflicts of the
time.
Da  Porto’s  version  is
also the first to include
the  character  of  Friar
Laurence  and  the
crucial  element of  the
sleeping potion. He set

the  tragic  events  in
m o t i o n  w i t h  a
misdelivered  letter,  a
plot point Shakespeare
would later use. While
Da  Porto  claimed  his
story  was  historically
true,  modern  scholars
view  this  more  as  a
literary  device  than  a
f a c t u a l  c l a i m .
Never the less ,  he
p r o v i d e d  t h e
framework  that  would
eventually become the
most famous love story
ever written.

THE HISTORICAL
FEUD: REAL
FAMILIES IN
VERONA

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
compelling  pieces  of
e v i d e n c e  f o r  a
historical basis for the
story  is  the  existence
of  the  Montecchi  and
Cappelletti. These were
n o t  j u s t  n a m e s
invented  for  a  poem;
they were real families
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who lived  in  Northern
Italy  during  the  late
Middle Ages.
The Montecchi were a
noble  fami ly  f rom
Verona.  Histor ical
records  show  they
were active in the 13th
and 14th centuries and
were supporters of the
Guelph  faction  (the
Pope's  party)  in  the
constant  pol i t ica l
struggles  of  the  era.
They were involved in
vio lent  feuds  with
other  local  families,
including  the  powerful
Della Scala family, who
ruled Verona.
The  Cappelletti,  on
the  other  hand,  were
m o r e  c l o s e l y
associated with the city
of  Cremona,  though
t h e y  a l s o  h a d  a
presence  in  Verona.
Dante  Alighieri,  in  his
Divine Comedy (written
a r o u n d  1 3 2 0 ) ,
mentions both families
b y  n a m e  i n  t h e

Purgatorio  section.  He
re fe r s  to  them  as
e x a m p l e s  o f  t h e
fool ishness  of  the
human  conflicts  that
plagued Italy: "Vieni a
veder  Montecchi  e
Cappelletti, / Monaldi e
Filippeschi,  uom senza
cura!"  ("Come see the
M o n t e c c h i  a n d
Cappelletti,  /  Monaldi
and  Filippeschi,  you
careless  man!").
Dante's  mention  is
crucial. It confirms that
by  the  early  1300s,
these  families  were
already  famous,  or
infamous,  for  their
r i v a l r i e s .  W h e n
Shakespeare wrote his
play, English audiences
would not have known
these  Italian  names,
but  Italian  readers  of
Da Porto and Bandello
w o u l d  h a v e
i m m e d i a t e l y
recognized  them.  The
use  of  real  historical
f a m i l i e s  i s  t h e
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strongest  argument  in
favor of a Romeo And
Juliet  True  Story
having  some  basis  in
fact.

The
Political
Context
of the
Feud
I t  i s  impor tan t  to
understand  that  these
feuds  were  not  just
personal  squabbles;
they were part  of  the
broader  po l i t i ca l
struggle  between  the
Guelphs (supporters of
the  Pope)  and  the
Ghibellines (supporters
of  the  Holy  Roman
E m p e r o r ) .  T h e
M o n t e c c h i  w e r e
generally  aligned  with
the  Ghibelline  faction,

wh i ch  con t ro l l ed
Verona  at  var ious
times. The Cappelletti,
while  often  associated
with the Guelphs, were
more  minor  players.
The violence was real,
and  blood  was  spilled
i n  t h e  s t r e e t s  o f
Verona. While there is
no historical  record of
a love affair between a
M o n t e c c h i  a n d  a
C a p p e l l e t t i ,  t h e
environment of violent
inter-family rivalry that
makes  Shakespeare's
s t o r y  p l a u s i b l e
certainly  existed.

THE TOMB OF
JULIET: A
MONUMENT TO
MYTH

Perhaps  the  most
tangible  link  to  the
Romeo  And  Juliet
True Story  is the so-
called "Tomb of Juliet"
in  Verona.  Located  in
the crypt of the former
Capuchin  monastery
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(now  a  museum),  an
empty  red  marb le
s a r c o p h a g u s  i s
displayed. It  has been
pointed  out  as  the
tomb of Juliet since at
least  the  early  19th
century.
This  site  is  a  major
tourist  attraction,
drawing  thousands  of
visitors each year who
come  to  pay  the i r
respects to the fictional
heroine.  However,  the
connection  to  a  real
person  is  tenuous  at
best. The sarcophagus
is old, dating from the
R o m a n  o r  e a r l y
medieval period, but it
has  no  inscr ipt ion
linking  it  to  Giulietta
Capuleti.  The  tradition
identifying it as Juliet's
tomb  seems  to  have
started in the 18th or
19th  century,  long
after  the  play  was
written,  as  part  of  a
deliberate effort by the
c i t y  o f  V e r o n a  t o

cap i ta l i ze  on  the
literary  fame  of  the
story.
Nevertheless,  the
presence of the tomb is
a  powerful  testament
to the human desire to
believe in the Romeo
A n d  J u l i e t  T r u e
Story.  People want to
touch the stone, to feel
a  connection  to  the
tragedy.  Whether  or
not  a  real  Juliet  was
ever laid to rest in that
sarcophagus  is  almost
beside  the  point.  The
monument  ex i s t s
because the story feels
truer than history itself.

THE VERONA TALE:
SASSO'S ACCOUNT
AND A POSSIBLE
HISTORICAL
COUPLE

In the 16th century, a
h i s t o r i a n  n a m e d
Girolamo  Della  Corte
wrote  a  h is tory  o f
Verona  in  which  he
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claimed  the  story  of
Romeo  and  Juliet  was
absolutely  true.  He
even  provided  specific
dates, stating that the
tragedy  occurred  in
1303, during the reign
of  Bartolomeo  della
Scala.  Del la  Corte
c l a i m e d  t h a t  t h e
f a m i l i e s  w e r e
extremely wealthy and
that  their  feud  was
over  business  rivalries
and political power. He
offered  no  source  for
his  claims,  and  most
modern  histor ians
dismiss  his  work as  a
romanticized  local
history.
A  more  in t r igu ing
possibility  comes from
the  chronicles  of  a
Veronese writer named
Giovanni  Sasso  (or
Sasso).  In  his  1542
work,  Epigrammata,
Sasso  briefly  mentions
a  true  story  of  two
Veronese  lovers  who
d i e d  t r a g i c a l l y .

Unfortunately,  his
manuscript  provides
very few details, but it
predates Da Porto and
B a n d e l l o .  S o m e
scholars  believe  that
S a s s o  m a y  h a v e
recorded  a  genuine
urban  legend  or  an
actual  event  that  had
occurred  in  Verona  in
t h e  1 3 t h  o r  1 4 t h
century.  This  ora l
tradition  could  have
been the seed that Da
Porto  later  expanded
into  his  novella.
If  Sasso’s  account  is
accurate,  it  would  be
the closest we have to
a  verified  Romeo And
Juliet  True  Story.  A
rea l  coup le ,  f rom
feuding  families,  may
have  indeed  died  in
Verona, leaving behind
a  story  so  powerful
that  i t  was  passed
d o w n  t h r o u g h
generations until it was
i m m o r t a l i z e d  i n
l iterature.



Romeo And Juliet True Story 9

9

SHAKESPEARE'S
CONTRIBUTION:
HOW HISTORY
BECAME ART

W h e n  W i l l i a m
Shakespeare arrived to
write his version of the
story in the 1590s, he
was  not  working  from
the  Italian  sources
directly.  He  almost
cer ta in ly  used  an
English poem by Arthur
Brooke  t i t led  The
Tragicall  Historye  of
Romeus  and  Ju l iet
(1562). Brooke’s poem
was  a  translation  and
a d a p t a t i o n  o f
Bandello’s  novella.
Shakespeare  took
B r o o k e ’ s  s o l i d ,
moralistic  poem  and
transformed  it  into  a
work  o f  p ro found
psychological  depth
and  poetic  genius.
Shakespeare  made
several  key  changes
that  cemented  the
story’s place in popular

c u l t u r e .  H e
c o m p r e s s e d  t h e
timeline  of  the  action
from several months to
a  few  chaotic  days,
which  dramatically
increased the sense of
urgency  and  tragedy.
He added the Mercutio
character,  the  witty
and cynical friend who
steals  every  scene he
i s  i n .  A n d  m o s t
i m p o r t a n t l y ,  h e
p e r f e c t e d  t h e
language.  The  famous
balcony  scene,  the
"Queen  Mab"  speech,
and  the  final
soliloquies in the tomb
are  Shakespeare’s
unique and unmatched
creations.
It  is  also important to
remember  that  for
Shakespeare, the story
w a s  n o t  j u s t  a
romance.  I t  was  a
tragedy about society’s
failure.  The  Prologue
explicitly  tells  us  that
the  story  is  about  "a
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pair  of  star-cross'd
lovers" whose death is
the only thing that can
"bury  their  parents'
str i fe."  This  social
commentary,  the  idea
that  the  adult  world's
hatred  destroys  the
innocent ,  i s  what
elevates  the  story
b e y o n d  a  s i m p l e
romantic  tragedy.

The
Question
of
Historical
Accuracy
Was  Shakespeare
concerned  with  the
Romeo  And  Juliet
True Story?  Probably
n o t .  H e  w a s  a
p laywr igh t ,  no t  a
historian.  He  used
story  as  a  vehicle  for

exp lo r i ng  human
nature. The question of
whether  the  events
actually happened was
irrelevant to his artistic
purpose.  He  wanted
the  story  to  feel  true
emotionally,  even if  it
w a s  n o t  t r u e
historically.  By  using
evocat ive  I ta l i an
names and setting the
play in a distant, exotic
location,  he  gave  the
audience permission to
believe in the fantasy.

THE ENDURING
POWER OF THE
LEGEND

Why does the question
o f  a  R o m e o  A n d
Juliet  True  Story
continue  to  fascinate
us? The answer lies in
the  story's  universal
themes. The idea of an
i n n o c e n t ,  a l l -
c o n s u m i n g  l o v e
des t royed  by  the
arbitrary  hatred  of
others  is  a  powerful



Romeo And Juliet True Story 11

11

myth. It speaks to our
deepest  fears  and
highest  hopes.  We
want  the  story  to  be
true  because  it  would
prove  that  love  i s
powerful enough to be
worth  dying  for,  and
that  such  passion  is
real, not just a literary
invention.
The  legend  has  also
been  commercially
profitable  for  Verona.
The "House of Juliet" on
Via Cappello is a major
tourist  attraction,
complete with a bronze
statue  of  Juliet  and  a
c o u r t y a r d  w h e r e
visitors  leave  love
notes on the walls. The
balcony,  added in  the
1930s  for  theatrical
purposes, is now one of
the most photographed
spots  in  I ta ly.  The
e n t i r e  c i t y  h a s
embraced  the  myth,

creating  a  physical
space for the story to
live.
CONCLUSION: THE
VERDICT ON THE
ROMEO AND JULIET
TRUE STORY

After  sifting  through
the  historical  records,
the  literary  sources,
a n d  t h e  l o c a l
traditions, what can we
conclude  about  the
Romeo  And  Juliet
True Story? The most
honest  answer  is  that
there  is  no  s ingle,
verifiable  historical
event that matches the
play.  The  specific
characters  of  Romeo
Montecchi  and  Juliet
Cappel lett i ,  as  we
know them, are almost
certainly  fictional
creations  of  Luigi  da
Porto, which were then
perfected  by  William
Shakespeare.


