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CHARACTERS

THE LOVERS

Valentine: A young gentleman of Verona, a good friend to 
Proteus and one who “after honour hunts.” In Milan he falls 
in love with Sylvia.

Proteus: The other young gentleman of Verona, who 
changes from loyal friend and faithful lover when he too is 
struck by Sylvia’s charms. 

Julia: In love with Proteus, she follows him to Milan 
disguised as a pageboy.

Sylvia: The duke of Milan’s beautiful and high-spirited 
daughter, who is sought after by a number of eligible 
gentlemen. She falls in love with Valentine. 

THE ADULTS

Antonio: Proteus’ father. 

Duke of Milan: Sylvia’s father, who plans to marry his 
daughter to Turio.

Turio: A rival to Valentine, who is the duke’s preferred 
suitor for Sylvia’s hand.

Eglamour: A faithful knight who aids Sylvia in her escape 
from Milan. 

THE SERVANTS

Launce: Proteus’ servant who travels with his master to 
Milan, accompanied by his ill-trained dog, Crab. 

Speed: Valentine’s servant who takes great pleasure in 
aggravating his master and engaging in word play with 
Proteus’ servant, Launce.

Lucetta: Julia’s waiting woman and true friend, who 
advises her on matters of love and accompanies her to 
Milan.

Pantino: Servant to Antonio

The play is set in Italy - in Verona, Milan and in the  
countryside near Mantua
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THE STORY BEGINS …

Valentine and Proteus are two wealthy young men who have 
been friends all their lives. As the play begins Valentine is 
about to leave their home city of Verona to go to Milan to 
serve in the Duke of Milan’s court. There, accompanied by his 
servant, Speed, he will gain experience of the wider world, 
make new contacts and complete his education. Proteus, 
however, prefers to stay at home in Verona because he has 
fallen in love with Julia and cannot bear to be parted from 
her. Valentine is rather contemptuous of this - he has never 
felt the power of sexual love himself and can’t understand 

the strength of Proteus’ 
feelings.

Meanwhile, Julia becomes 
aware of Proteus’ love for her 
and in the third scene of the 
play, provoked by her maid 
Lucetta, we see her admit to 
herself that she feels the same 
way about him.

But soon after Valentine has 
left for Milan, Proteus’ father, 
Antonio, decides that Proteus 
should follow him. He doesn’t 

know of Proteus’ feelings for Julia and would probably not 
be influenced by them even if he did. In Shakespeare’s time 
young men often had to do just what their fathers told them.

Valentine Proteus

Julia
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So Proteus and Julia have to part. In their last meeting 
Julia gives Proteus a ring, signifying an informal marriage, 
or ‘troth-plight’ as they were known in Shakespeare’s 
time. In due course he will return from Milan and - if their 
fathers agree to the match - they will be married properly 
in a church. Or so she hopes. Proteus, happy to make that 
commitment -

Here is my hand for my true constancy, 
And when that hour o’erslips me in the day 
Wherein I sigh not, Julia, for thy sake, 
The next ensuing hour some foul mischance 
Torment me for my love’s fogetfulness!

- leaves for Milan, accompanied by his servant, Launce, and 
Launce’s dog, Crab.

No sooner has Valentine 
arrived in Milan than he 
falls for the Duke of Milan’s 
daughter, Sylvia. But her 
father has other plans for 
her, wishing her to marry the 
wealthy Turio. So Sylvia and 
Valentine make a plan to elope 
and marry in secret.

Proteus arrives in Milan, is 
re-united with Valentine and 
introduced to Sylvia. He falls 
for her immediately, his new 
passion for her completely replacing his earlier love for Julia.

Even as one heat another heat expels, 
Or as one nail by strength drives out another, 
So the remembrance of my former love 
Is by a newer object quite forgotten.

Meanwhile, back in Verona, Julia is missing Proteus 
unbearably and decides to travel, disguised as a boy, to Milan 
to be with him.

So it is that all four of the central characters come together in 
Milan, though Julia remains in disguise, painfully witnessing 
Proteus’ new passion for Sylvia.

We won’t spoil the rest of the story ... !

Sylvia
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MUSIC AND THE ART OF LOVE

Throughout the ages songs have been written about love, 
some of them happy ones about reciprocated love, many of 
them unhappy ones about lovers who have been betrayed or 
abandoned, or whose loves have died. Of the happier ones, 

some have actually been sung to the loved one to gain his/her love.  We see instances 
of this here - Proteus singing of his own love for Julia early in the play, then employed 
by the wealthy Turio to write and perform a love-song to woo Sylvia at second-hand. 
In fact only one of these songs is by Shakespeare - the other was written especially 
for this production by Dominic Power. 

Do you know, or can you guess which is which? 

 To Julia

When silk doth Julia’s frame adorn 
The damask doth disguise no thorn 
A rose she is, born free from blight 
For she is furnish’d for delight 
Her petals morning dew doth kiss 
And all mankind must envy this 
 As Julia is fair 
 So Julia be kind

Say if rude winds her petals shake 
And dewdrops there do teardrops make 
Where dew once kiss’d so would I fain 
Sweet Julia to kiss again, 
Each kiss a remedy devout. 
Thus I would draw the sorrow out 
 As Julia is fair 
 So Julia be kind

Julia doth the sun beguile 
This garden world awaits her smile 
Each season doth her beauty stay 
Calm in Winter glad in May 
Her radiance doth ever shine. 
Would she were mine, would she were mine 
 As Julia is fair 
 Let Julia be kind

 To Sylvia

Who is Sylvia?  What is she 
That all our swains commend her? 
Holy, fair, and wise is she.                                       
The heaven such grace did lend her 
That she might admired be.

Is she kind as she is fair? 
For Beauty lives with Kindness. 
Love doth to her eyes repair                                      
To help him of his blindness, 
And, being help’d, inhabits there.

Then to Sylvia let us sing 
That Sylvia is excelling. 
She excels each mortal thing                                       
Upon the dull earth dwelling. 
To her let us garlands bring.
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LOVE, FRIENDSHIP AND  
THE ROLE OF WOMEN

An important theme in this play is the friendship between 
Proteus and Valentine.  It is only because they are such good friends at the beginning of 
the play that their later rivalry for Sylvia’s love has real, dramatic tension. And it is only 
because of the strength of the bond between them that Valentine’s extraordinary offer to 
Proteus at the end of the play makes sense. (We are not going to spoil the surprise of that 
moment by revealing it here!)

In Shakespeare’s time, particularly in wealthier families, boys and girls spent very little 
time together. They were educated separately, and very differently. Boys were trained in 
the intellectual and military arts - to be lawyers, administrators and generals, for example 
- while women’s education was confined to the domestic skills. This separation of the 
sexes lasted until relatively recently. Our current Prime Minister and Chancellor of the 
Exchequer were both educated at the all-male Eton College, and many other members of 
the government and parliament (from all parties) have had a similar, single-sex, education. 
And, although women have served in our armed forces for many decades it is only very 
recently that they have been allowed to serve actually alongside the men. In some other 
societies around the world this separation of men and women, in education and at work, 
is still the norm. 

At the root of this separation is an age-old belief on men’s part that, desirable as they 
are, women are somehow second class citizens who have no place in politics, industry 
and administration, or in war. Their role is very much a passive one - to bear the next 
generation of men, and to feed and support their husbands, sons and daughters, all from 
their position in the home.

In Shakespeare’s time also, and in wealthy and aristocratic families in particular, daughters 
were carefully protected from sexually-predatory men, so it was rare that a relationship 
between a young man and woman could develop in the way we would recognise 
today. Courtship would be rather formal, and conducted in the presence of others. So 
the physical beauty of a woman, and her family’s wealth and status, might be the only 
things to provoke a man’s declaration of love and offer of marriage. ‘Getting to know each 
other’ would begin after marriage, not before. For some couples courtship would hardly 
have happened at all; their parents would have arranged the marriage for them and the 
marriage vows at the altar would be among the first words they spoke to each other.

It is not surprising that in these circumstances so much love poetry and song - most 
of it written by men - seems to be addressed to idealised subjects. The woman is like a 
goddess, perfectly beautiful, universally desired. She is a romantic idea, more than a real 
person. 

Do you recognise something of this in both Valentine and Proteus’ love for Sylvia? 
More importantly, do you recognise it at all in feelings you have experienced 
yourself for someone you hardly actually know at all, or perhaps have only seen on 
television?
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IS PROTEUS TO BLAME?

Proteus is really the play’s central character, but perhaps not 
a very likeable one. What he does to Valentine and to Julia, 
and what he threatens to do to Sylvia, might be thought 
completely unforgiveable.

But Shakespeare frequently portrays sexual passion as a 
disruptive force, sometimes a destructive one. It makes both 
men and women in his plays jealous, murderous, and mad. In 
his play As You Like It  the heroine, Rosalind, remarks that:

Love is merely a madness and, I tell you, deserves 
as well a dark house and a whip as madmen do.  
And the reason why lovers are not so punished 
and cured is that the lunacy is so ordinary that the 
whippers are in love too. 

In other words, we are all so vulnerable to the ‘madness’ 
of love that it is completely ordinary and universal. It is 
something we all live with, all suffer from, but generally 
survive. And, of course, it has its own rules - ‘all’s fair in love 
and war’ is the old saying, meaning that the loyalty between 
Valentine and Proteus can be discounted when love gets in 
the way.

Do you feel that Proteus is really just a victim of Love’s 
power - that he loses control over his own actions, and is 
therefore to be forgiven?  Or do you blame him, or even 
hate him, for what he does to Valentine, Julia and Sylvia?

Do you know any other Shakespeare plays where a 
conflict in love comes between old friends, or other 
forms of bond, like between brothers or between sisters? 
(See some instances on the final page).
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WHAT KIND OF PLAY?

Finally, what kind of play would you call this? In the old 
meaning of the terms, a ‘tragedy’ was a play that turned out 
unhappily, usually with the death of the central character, 
while a ‘comedy’ was a play with a happy ending, very often 
with the marriage (or at least the promise of marriage) 
between the central male and female figures. The main plot 
of a comedy did not have to be funny, though there would 
usually be comic characters involved somewhere. Many of 
Shakespeare’s ‘comedies’ are like this - a serious story, usually 
about love between wealthy or aristocratic young people, 
that turns out happily, with comic characters lightening the 
mood as well as serving the main plot as servants or other, 
lower-status characters.

Is this how you experience Two Gentlemen of Verona? 
Do you find it a serious play, with a number of comic 
characters, or do you find the whole play - or none of it - 
funny?

Can you think of a different end for the play, with perhaps 
the death of Proteus, or the capture and condemnation 
of Valentine? Would such an ending be right for the mood 
of the whole play, or do you think it would have made 
you feel cheated or disappointed?

Why does a playwright like Shakespeare write both 
tragedies and comedies? In particular, why did he 
imagine (he was right, of course) that he could entertain 
huge numbers of people with stories that ended with the 
terrible deaths of his central characters? 

That all leads to the biggest question of all - what is 
drama for?
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CAST
Valentine Jack Bannell
Proteus  Piers Wehner
Launce, Proteus’ servant Chris Donnelly
Julia Dorothea Myer-Bennett
Lucetta Nicky Goldie
Antonio, Proteus’ father David Plimmer
Pantino, Antonio’s servant Thomas Frere
Speed, Valentine’s servant Marc Geoffrey
Sylvia Lisa Kay
Duke of Milan, Sylvia’s father  Peter Clifford
Turio Paul Currier
Eglamour Alan Coveney
Outlaws & Musicians Eva Tausig, David Plimmer  
 & Thomas Frere
The play is set in Italy  -  in Verona, Milan and in the 
countryside near Mantua 

PRODUCTION 
Director Andrew Hilton
Editor Dominic Power
Designer Harriet de Winton
Composer John Telfer  
Company & Stage Manager Polly Meech

Examples of Shakespeare plays in which conflict and love comes between old friends:

KING LEAR: the loving sisters, Goneril and Regan both fall for Edmund. Goneril poisons Regan and then, when 
Edmund has been killed in a duel, stabs herself to death.

THE WINTER’S TALE: two kings, Leontes and Polixenes have been life-long friends, but Leontes suspects 
(completely wrongly) that his own wife has been unfaithful with Polixenes and that the unborn child she is 
carrying is Polixenes’. He plots to kill Polixenes and condemns his wife to prison. When the baby is born, he has it 
abandoned on a distant shore.

A MIDSUMMER NIGHT’S DREAM: the mischievous power of love causes Demetrius and Lysander to compete 
for the loves of both Hermia and Helena during a long night in the woods outside Athens. They try to decide 
matters in a fight, but (because this is a comedy and must end happily) they are unable to find each other in the 
dark and eventually collapse from exhaustion. When they wake in the morning all is resolved with Lysander 
paired with Hermia and Demetrius with Helena.

For more information about Shakespeare at the Tobacco 
Factory’s education work, please contact:  
t: 0117 963 3054  e: office@sattf.org.uk   w: www.sattf.org.uk
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