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THE ENDURING MYSTERY OF THE ROMEO AND JULIET
DATE OF PUBLICATION

Few questions spark as much debate among literary scholars and
enthusiasts as the precise Romeo and Juliet date of
publication. While William Shakespeare's timeless tragedy of
star-crossed lovers has captivated audiences for over four
centuries, the journey of this play from the stage to the printed
page is a fascinating story in its own right. Understanding when
Romeo and Juliet was first published offers invaluable insight into
Elizabethan printing practices, Shakespeare's creative
development, and the cultural context of the 1590s. This article
delves deep into the publication history of Romeo and Juliet,
exploring the different editions, their significance, and the
scholarly debates that continue to surround this canonical work.

First Quarto: The 1597

Edition

The earliest known Romeo and Juliet date of publication is
1597, when a quarto edition was printed by John Danter. This first
quarto, often designated as Q1, bears the telling title: "An
excellent conceited tragedie of Romeo and luliet." The term
"conceited" in Elizabethan English meant full of wit or cleverly
devised, offering a contemporary perspective on how the play
was first marketed to readers. Q1 is a notably short text, running
to approximately 2,200 lines compared to the more familiar
version we read today. Scholars generally agree that Q1 is a "bad
quarto," meaning it was likely reconstructed from memory by
actors or perhaps a member of the audience. This edition
contains numerous textual corruptions, missing lines, and even
variant character names, suggesting it was an unauthorized
publication.

One of the most striking features of Q1 is its stage directions,
which provide unique glimpses into early performances. For
instance, the famous balcony scene appears in a simpler form,
and some speeches that are beloved today are either truncated
or absent entirely. The 1597 Romeo and Juliet date of
publication is crucial because it preserves evidence of how the
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play was originally performed. Despite its flaws, Q1 offers
scholars a window into the theatrical practices of Shakespeare's
company, the Lord Chamberlain's Men. The title page of Q1
proudly announces that the play "hath been often (with great
applause) plaid publiquely," confirming that Romeo and Juliet was
already a stage success before it ever reached a bookseller's
stall.

Second Quarto: The 1599
Edition

Just two years after the first quarto, a second edition appeared in
1599, printed by Thomas Creede for publisher Cuthbert Burby.
This second Romeo and Juliet date of publication is arguably
the most significant in the play's textual history. Q2 is a much
fuller text, running to approximately 3,000 lines, and is generally
regarded as having been set from Shakespeare's own
manuscript, or "foul papers." The title page of Q2 describes the
play as "newly corrected, augmented, and amended," suggesting
that the publishers were aware of Q1's deficiencies and sought to
offer a more authoritative version. Indeed, Q2 contains many
passages that are absent from Q1, including the famous Queen
Mab speech and the extended balcony scene that audiences
know and love today.

Scholars have long debated the relationship between Q1 and Q2.
The prevailing theory is that Q2 was printed using a corrected
copy of Q1 alongside Shakespeare's manuscript. This would

explain why Q2 contains some of Ql's errors while also
introducing new material. The 1599 Romeo and Juliet date of
publication places the play within Shakespeare's most
productive period. By this time, he had already written Henry IV
Part 1, The Merchant of Venice, and was about to embark on
Hamlet. Romeo and Juliet represents a turning point in his career,
showcasing his mastery of both comedy and tragedy, his ability
to blend lyric poetry with dramatic action, and his deep
understanding of human passion and folly. Q2 is the basis for
most modern editions of the play, making it the textual
foundation upon which our understanding of the tragedy rests.

Third Quarto and Beyond:
1609, 1622, and the First
Folio

The publication history of Romeo and Juliet did not end with the
second quarto. A third quarto (Q3) appeared in 1609, printed by
John Windet for publisher John Smethwick. This edition largely
reprints Q2, though it introduces some new errors and
occasionally corrects old ones. The Q3 Romeo and Juliet date
of publication is interesting because it coincides with a period
when Shakespeare was at the height of his powers, having
recently written King Lear and Antony and Cleopatra. By this
time, Romeo and Juliet was firmly established in the repertory of
the King's Men, and the publication of Q3 suggests sustained
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demand for printed copies of the play.

A fourth quarto (Q4) followed in 1622, again printed for
Smethwick. Q4 is notable because it appears to have been
influenced by theatrical performance, with certain stage
directions and speech prefixes that reflect how the play was
actually presented on stage. This Romeo and Juliet date of
publication is just one year before the landmark First Folio,
making Q4 a transitional edition. The First Folio of 1623,
published seven years after Shakespeare's death, included
Romeo and Juliet as the tenth tragedy in the collection. The Folio
text is based on Q3, with some corrections and additions. For
over three centuries, the Folio was considered the most
authoritative version of Shakespeare's plays, but modern
scholarship has reevaluated this assumption, recognizing the
superior authority of Q2.

Dating the Play: When Was
Romeo and Juliet Written?

While the Romeo and Juliet date of publication is relatively
well established, the date of composition is far more elusive.
Scholars generally agree that Shakespeare wrote the play
between 1591 and 1596, with 1595 being the most commonly
accepted year. Several pieces of evidence support this dating.
First, the play shows strong influence from Arthur Brooke's
narrative poem "The Tragical History of Romeus and Juliet,"
published in 1562. Shakespeare borrowed heavily from Brooke's

poem, though he transformed it from a cautionary tale about
disobedient lovers into a profound exploration of fate, passion,
and youthful rebellion.

Second, contemporary references help narrow the timeframe. In
1597, the play was already being performed, as confirmed by the
Q1 title page. A reference to the play appears in John Weever's
1599 poem "Epigrammes," which mentions "Romeo and Juliet" by
name. Additionally, stylistic analysis places the play alongside
Shakespeare's other early works, such as A Midsummer Night's
Dream and Richard Il, both of which date from the mid-1590s.
The lyrical density of Romeo and Juliet, its reliance on rhymed
couplets and sonnets, and its frequent use of classical allusions
all point to the early to mid-1590s. Therefore, while the exact
Romeo and Juliet date of publication is 1597, the play had
likely been captivating audiences for at least a year or two before
it appeared in print.

Publication Context:
Elizabethan Printing and
Piracy

To fully appreciate the Romeo and Juliet date of publication
landscape, one must understand the chaotic world of Elizabethan
printing. Copyright as we know it did not exist; instead, books
were protected by entry in the Stationers' Register, which gave
the publisher the exclusive right to print a work. Romeo and Juliet



was not entered in the Register before Q1 appeared, which is one
reason scholars suspect it was an unauthorized publication. John
Danter, the printer of Q1, was known for producing pirated texts,
and his edition of Romeo and Juliet bears all the hallmarks of a
hasty, surreptitious production.

The history of the play's publication also intersects with the
closing of London's theaters during plague outbreaks. The
theaters were closed from 1592 to 1594 and again in 1596-97.
These closures may have motivated Shakespeare's company to
allow publication of their plays, as they could no longer earn
income from performances. The 1597 Romeo and Juliet date of
publication coincides with a plague closure, suggesting that the
play was published to capitalize on public interest while the
theaters were dark. The relationship between playwrights, actors,
publishers, and printers was complex and often adversarial.
Shakespeare's company, the Lord Chamberlain's Men, generally
resisted publication of their plays because printing made them
available to rival companies. The appearance of Q1, with its
unauthorized status, may have prompted the company to
produce the authorized Q2 in 1599, both to correct the record
and to assert control over their intellectual property.

Key Differences Between
the Early Editions

Comparing the various editions linked to the Romeo and Juliet
date of publication reveals fascinating differences. Ql is

approximately one-third shorter than Q2, lacking several key
scenes and speeches. For example, the famous Queen Mab
speech in Act 1, Scene 4, where Mercutio delivers a dazzling
monologue about dreams and fairy mischief, is entirely absent
from Q1. Similarly, the balcony scene in Q1 is more concise, with
Juliet's lines about "parting is such sweet sorrow" appearing in a
different form. Q1 also has a more overtly moralizing tone, with
the Chorus explicitly stating the lesson that disobedient lovers
come to grief. Q2, by contrast, presents a more ambiguous and
emotionally complex vision.

The 1599 Romeo and Juliet date of publication also
introduced several character name changes. In Q1, the
characters we know as Benvolio and Mercutio are sometimes
called "Benvolio" and "Mercutio," but other characters appear
under different names. For instance, the character called "Peter"
in modern editions is named "Servant" in Q1 and "Peter" only in
Q2. These variations suggest that Q1 was reconstructed from
actors' memories, where minor character names were forgotten
or conflated. Stage directions also differ significantly between the
two quartos. Q1 includes more detailed performance instructions,
such as "Enter Juliet above" for the balcony scene, giving modern
readers a clearer sense of Elizabethan staging. The textual
history of Romeo and Juliet thus serves as a case study in how
early modern plays were transmitted from stage to page, with
each edition reflecting different aspects of the play's life in
performance and print.
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Modern Editorial Practice

and the Legacy of

Publication

Today, the Romeo and Juliet date of publication continues to
inform how editors approach the text. No modern edition
reproduces any single early version exactly. Instead, editors
conflate the quartos and the Folio, making choices about which
readings to prefer. The Oxford Shakespeare and the Arden
Shakespeare, two of the most authoritative series, base their
texts primarily on Q2 while incorporating readings from Q1 and
F1 where Q2 appears corrupt or unclear. The existence of
multiple authoritative but divergent versions has led some
scholars to argue for a "multi-text" approach, where distinct
editions of Romeo and Juliet are recognized as independent
witnesses to the play's historical and theatrical evolution.

The publication history also sheds light on Shakespeare's working
methods. The differences between Q1 and Q2 suggest that
Shakespeare revised the play after its initial composition, adding
new material and polishing existing passages. Some scholars
argue that Q1 represents Shakespeare's first draft, while Q2
offers his revised and expanded version. Others contend that Q1
is simply a memorial reconstruction that happened to be based
on an early performance text. Whatever the explanation, Romeo
and Juliet date of publication reveals a play that was

constantly evolving, shaped by the demands of the stage, the
interventions of publishers, and the creative energy of its author.

Why the Date Matters

Understanding the Romeo and Juliet date of publication is
not merely an academic exercise for specialists. It matters
because the date shapes how we read and interpret the play.
Knowing that Q1 was published in 1597, likely without
Shakespeare's authorization, reminds us that the play's early
readers encountered a text quite different from what we read
today. It also underscores the precarious nature of literary
survival in the early modern period. Without the efforts of
publishers like Cuthbert Burby and John Smethwick, Romeo and
Juliet might have been lost entirely, surviving only in the
memories of those who saw it performed.

Moreover, the publication timeline positions the play within
Shakespeare's artistic development. The 1597 Romeo and Juliet
date of publication places the tragedy among his early
masterpieces, written when he was in his early thirties and
already achieving success in the competitive London theater
scene. The play channels youthful energy and passion, exploring
themes of love, violence, and fate with a power that has never
diminished. Four centuries later, Romeo and Juliet remains one of
the most performed and adapted plays in the Western canon, a
testament to the enduring appeal of its characters and the
universal resonance of its story. The journey from the stage of
the Curtain Theatre to the bookshelves of Elizabethan readers,



and eventually to the classrooms and theaters of the modern world, begins with a date: 1597, the year that Romeo and Juliet
entered the
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