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2006 Study Guide for The Two Gentleman of Verona by William Shakespeare

Before seeing/reading the play

1.

The Two Gentlemen of Verona is thought to have been written between 1593 and 1595,
making it one of Shakespeare’s earliest plays. Research Shakespeare’s early career.
These and other websites provide information:
http://www.britannica.com/shakespeare/article-232303
http://ise.uvic.ca/Library/SLT/

http://www.shakespeare.org.uk/homepage

In Shakespeare’s time, the female roles were played by boys. In The Two Gentlemen of
Verona, Shakespeare uses for the first time a device he will use many more times: a
female character disguising herself as a male. Therefore, a boy actor would have been
playing a girl who was disguised as a boy. Why were female roles played by males?
What was the effect of this layering of illusions? This and other websites provide
information:

http://ise.uvic.ca/Library/SLT/stage/childactors.html

Research courtly love. What is the function of the lady in this model of love? The
function of the lover? What influence did the ideas of courtly love have on
Elizabethan society? These and other websites provide information:
http://cla.calpoly.edu/~dschwart/engls13/courtly/courtly.htm

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Courtly love

In the world of the play, friendship between men has a higher value than love
between a woman and a man. Why was male friendship so highly valued in
Elizabethan society? What was the on-going debate regarding the value of male
friendship vs. the value of love between a man and a woman? This and other websites
provide information:

http://ise.uvic.ca/Library/SLT/literature/euphuism.html
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5. Atext much admired by the Elizabethans was Castiglione’s The Courtier, translated by
Sir Thomas Hoby. Find passages in The Courtier that describe suitable behavior for
ladies, gentlemen, friends and lovers and the appropriate relationship between a
courtier and his/her master or mistress. As you watch the play, notice which
characters follow these guidelines and which violate them. What is the motive in
each case? This and other websites provide information:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Book_of the Courtier

6. In Arthurian legend, who is Launcelot? What is Launcelot’s function in the legend
according to the model of courtly love? This and other websites provide information:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lancelot

7. What is the derivation of these names from The Two Gentlemen of Verona: Proteus,
Valentine, Silvia, Julia, Speed, Launce, Eglamour, Crab? Given your research on the
meaning of the names, what do you expect these characters to be like? These and
other websites provide information:
http://www.behindthename.com/

http://dictionary.reference.com/

8. Crabis the only onstage dog in Shakespeare. What problems does an onstage dog
present? Think of several ways to solve these problems.

9. What s arite of passage? What is “coming of age?” What are some of the
characteristics associated with adolescence?
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rites_of passage

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Coming_of age

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adolescent

10. What is love at first sight? At first description? What qualities about another person
might cause someone to fall in love at first sight or at first description?
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/health/3643822.stm
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Learn more about Shakespeare’s life and times at the following websites:
http://internetshakespeare.uvic.ca/Library/SLT/index.html
http://www.folger.edu/template.cfm?cid=865&CFID=6230886& CFTOKEN=25420173
http://www.shakespeare.org.uk/explore-shakespeare.html

http://shakespeare.palomar.edu/life.htm

http://www.bardweb.net/man.html

After seeing/reading the play

1. Director Bill Rauch set the 2006 OSF production of The Two Gentlemen of Verona in a
modern setting. Why do you think this decision was made? How did it influence the

themes in the play? What is gained by moving the play into a contemporary setting?

2. Describe the good and bad qualities of each character. Based on your research regarding
the derivation of the names, how does each character live up to her or his name?

3. The principal characters are quite young. What actions do they perform that are
typical of people in their late teens? How might the plot change if they were in their
late twenties and performed the same actions? In what ways would you find their
behavior more or less acceptable?

4. What differences are there in the behavior of the young people and the members of
the older generation in the play? What motivates the behavior of each?

5. ldentify the moment when Proteus falls in love with Silvia. How quickly does he fall in
love? What qualities does he fall in love with? Find examples in the text to support
your position.

6. Using your research on courtly love, what does it mean for Valentine and Proteus to

be Silvia’s “servants?” Why do they desire this relationship with her?
7. In Shakespeare’s time, men were thought to be more constant in love and women
more fickle. In the play, which characters are constant in love? Which change their

affections? What does Shakespeare seem to be saying about the traditional image?
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10.

1.

12.

13.

14.

15.

Leaving the security of unsophisticated Verona for the unfamiliarity and polish of
Milan can be considered a rite of passage, a formalized “coming of age.” What do the
two gentlemen hope to achieve by going to Milan? What are they expected to
accomplish in Milan that they could not accomplish if they stayed home? What are
the rites of passage for the young women in the play? What are contemporary rites of

passage for adolescent men? For adolescent women?

What are the values of Verona? What are the values of Milan? What makes Milan

attractive to boys from Verona?

Compare the character of Launce to the character of Sir Launcelot from the Arthurian
legend. In what ways are they similar? Different? In what ways might Shakespeare
have meant the name of this character to be taken as a joke? To be taken seriously?

What distinguishes Launce’s comedy? What distinguishes Speed’s comedy? In what
way does each use language to comic effect? Compare Launce to a modern stand-up
comedian. In what ways is he similar? Different? What comic shtick does he use?

One of the play’s most memorable characters is the dog, Crab. Since Crab has no lines
in the text, how does Shakespeare make him so memorable?

What cultural norms is Julia violating by disguising herself as a boy? Why does she
choose to do this? What does she gain by pretending to be a boy? What does she lose?

What does Sylvia see in Valentine? Why does she follow him into exile? What does

Julia love in Proteus? Why does she want him at the end of the play?

In the world of the play, friendship between men has a higher value than love
between a woman and a man. How does this justify or condemn Proteus’ behavior?
Valentine’s? How does their friendship change in the course of the play? As the play
ends, what are the most important relationships? What argument does Shakespeare

make for the value of friendship between men? Between women?



16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

How would you stage this speech of Valentine’s? What would the other characters do
in response? Since Silvia has no lines for the rest of the play, what would you direct
her to do?
Valentine: Then | am paid,

And once again | do receive thee honest.

Who by repentance is not satisfied

Is nor of heaven, nor earth, for these are pleased:

By penitence the Eternal’s wrath’s appeased.

And that my love may appear plain and free,

All that was mine in Silvia | give thee. (Act V, scene iv, lines 77-83)

How would you stage this speech of Proteus? How would you direct the other
characters to respond?
Proteus: ..0 heaven, were man
But constant, he were perfect. That one error
Fills him with faults, makes him run through all the sins;
Inconstancy falls off ere it begins. (Act V, scene iv, lines 109-113)

Shakespearean characters in both comedy and tragedy often flee to nature
accompanied by friends: Rosalind in As You Like It, the lovers in A Midsummer Night’s
Dream, Lear in King Lear, and in The Two Gentlemen of Verona, Valentine and Speed,
followed by Silvia, Eglamour, Proteus, Julia, Thurio and the Duke. Why does each
character in The Two Gentlemen of Verona flee? How do the rules change away from
the city? What does each hope to accomplish in the woods? What does each in fact
accomplish? What other characters are in the woods? Why are they there?

The Two Gentlemen of Verona is thought to have been written between 1593 and 1595,
making it one of Shakespeare’s earliest plays. Find characters, scenes, devices and
elements of plot in the text that he revisited in later plays. Compare this early play

with later expressions of the same themes.

Some of Shakespeare’s most interesting heroines disguise themselves as men: Viola
in Twelfth Night, Portia in The Merchant of Venice, Rosalind in As You Like it and

Imogen in Cymbeline. Compare Julia to these women. What reasons does each have



for assuming the disguise? How are the perceptions of each changed when she
begins to see the world as a man? How eager/reluctant is each to be seen as a woman

again? In each case, how successful is the disguise?

21. Both The Winter’s Tale and The Two Gentlemen of Verona involve forgiveness. If you
are also seeing The Winter’s Tale, compare the gravity of the offenses in the two plays:
the degree of suffering by the one who offends, the degree of suffering by the one
who is hurt, the degree of repentance, and the ease of the forgiveness.

22. Both Bus Stop and The Two Gentlemen of Verona are about young men who are
determined to have young women who don’t want them. If you are also seeing Bus

Stop, find other points of comparison between the two plays.
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