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ABSTRACT 

 

 

Popular romance authors frequently allude to William Shakespeare’s works within their 

novels. In my dissertation, I survey and analyze the various ways current authors of historical 

romance novels appropriate Shakespeare and how those appropriations reinterpret his works. I 

argue in part that the inclusion of Shakespearean allusions has become part of the codes of 

romance novels, with various types of allusions serving different purposes. 

Performances of Shakespeare’s plays tend to serve as a backdrop for courtship or as a foil 

to the plot of the novel. When romance authors rewrite Shakespeare’s plays to suit the romance 

novel audience, they often refocus on the heroine and give her more agency. Romance authors 

also rewrite Shakespeare’s tragedies as romance in ways that draw on reader familiarity with the 

plays. These revisions tend to reduce the plays to key moments or themes and focus on female 

characters in Shakespeare’s works. When romance novel heroes or heroines quote Shakespeare, 

his words serve as a signal to the reader of elements of their character, such as their intelligence 

or emotional availability. When authors allude to Shakespeare’s works in titles, names, or 

opening quotations, they openly signal their appropriation of the Bard in ways that distinguish 

their novels from others. In these more minor appropriations, Shakespearean allusions can 

function as marketing tools.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Currently, at least three historical romance authors—Christy English, Eloisa James, and 

Nichole Jordan—are actively writing series of novels that adapt William Shakespeare’s plays. 

These works are a part of a larger trend within historical romance novels to appropriate 

Shakespeare in a variety of ways to suit the romance novelists’ ends. These appropriations take a 

variety of forms, from complete rewritings of the plays to brief allusions in titles or opening 

quotations. My project examines how current romance authors appropriate Shakespeare. 

Shakespearean allusions serve as everything from a marketing tool to source material for 

historical romance authors. I argue that these various uses of the Bard have become part of the 

codes of the historical romance novel.  

The inclusion of Shakespearean allusions is not a minor trend within current historical 

romance novels. Between 2000 and 2013, at least 213 romance authors have alluded to 

Shakespeare in their novels. My sample consists of 539 historical romance novels by these 

authors that directly allude to Shakespeare’s plays or poetry. Within my sample, I identified 27 

novels with Shakespearean allusions published in 2000, 25 in 2001, 39 in 2002, 59 in 2003, 51 in 

2004, 61 in 2005, 32 in 2006, 49 in 2007, 35 in 2008, 34 in 2009, 35 in 2010, 39 in 2011, 35 in 

2012, and 18 so far in 2013 (see table 1). These figures demonstrate the persistence of 

Shakespearean allusions within historical romance novels.  
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Table 1 Shakespearean Allusions by Year
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While publishers did not respond to my request for publication statistics, previous data 

from Romance Writers of America1 demonstrates that these allusions appear in roughly 10 

percent of historical romances in 2003 and 2004. They reported that around 2,000 romances were 

published each year from 2000-2003, which means Shakespearean allusions appeared in at least 

one percent of all romances in each year (see table 2). In 2005, publishers released 5,994 

romance titles, making the percentage once again one percent overall. Over these five years the 

percentage of historical romance novels within my sample that include Shakespearean allusions 

rose from 4.6 percent in 2000 to 12.3 percent in 2003 and 10.7 percent in 2004. The decrease of 

the total allusions in 2006 corresponds with publishers Zebra and Signet discontinuing their 

regency lines. Nine of the romance novels within my sample which alluded to Shakespeare in 

2005 were published by the Signet Regency Romance line; clearly the cessation of these lines 

affected the overall number of allusions. Though there is a decrease in number of allusions, there 

is an increase in percentage. As time goes on, the historical romance reader could come to expect 

Shakespeare allusions in the more limited historical romances that are offered. 

 

Table 2 Percentage of Shakespearean Allusions 

Year 

Total 

Romances 

Historical 

romances 

Novels with 

Shakespearean 

allusions  

Percentage of 

all romances 

Percentage of 

Historical 

Romance Novels 

2000 2289 586 27 1.20% 4.60% 

2001 2143 566 25 1.20% 4.40% 

2002 2169 580 39 1.80% 6.70% 

2003 2093 479 59 2.80% 12.30% 

2004 2285 477 51 2.20% 10.70% 

 

                                                 
1 Romance Writers of America is a professional organization of romance authors. Each year they 

collect statistics on the current romance market and readership.  
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 The variety of definitions of adaptation and appropriation complicates the choice of 

terminology to discuss authors’ relationships with previous texts. In Adaptation and 

Appropriation, Julie Sanders attempts to differentiate between adaptation and appropriation, 

presenting three categories of adaptation: transportation, commentary, and analogue (20). 

Transportations move a text from one medium to another, or relocate them “in cultural, 

geographical, and temporal terms” (20). The film Romeo + Juliet falls into this first category.2 

Works in the second category, commentary, are “adaptations that comment on the politics of the 

source text, or those of the new mise-en-scéne, or both, usually by means of alteration or 

addition” (21). Sanders argues that the audience must be familiar with the original work for this 

type of adaptation to have its full impact (22). For example, Jane Smiley’s A Thousand Acres is 

more powerful when viewed as a reworking of King Lear. The third type of adaptation, 

analogue, does not require knowledge of the original to be understood, though that awareness 

can deepen appreciation for the work, such as in the film 10 Things I Hate About You. Yet all 

three of these categories could easily be argued to also be appropriations. Sanders’ own 

argument that “an adaptation signals a relationship with an informative source text or original,” 

while “appropriation frequently affects a more decisive journey away from the informing source 

into a wholly new cultural product and domain” would suggest that the final category should be 

called appropriation (26).   

 The most useful definitions for my project tend to be of appropriation. In The 

Appropriation of Shakespeare, Jean Marsden connects appropriation with taking possession of a 

                                                 
2 Even this category could be considered appropriation. In Shakespeare and Modern Popular 

Culture, Douglas Lanier settles on appropriation as the proper term. This term “focuses our 

attention on the ways in which Shakespeare is moved from one cultural realm or interpretive 

frame to another. It acknowledges that by simply changing the context in which Shakespeare’s 

words appear—without changing the words themselves—we radically alter their meaning” (5). 

So simply changing the setting, without changing anything else produces a new product. 
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text: “Associated with abduction, adoption and theft, appropriation’s central tenet is the desire 

for possession” (1). Her definition focuses on the act of “taking possession” of Shakespeare’s 

works (2). Similarly, Christy Desmet argues that the use of the term appropriation “implies an 

exchange….Something happens when Shakespeare is appropriated, and both the subject (the 

author) and the object (Shakespeare) are changed in the process” (4). When romance authors 

appropriate Shakespeare, they use his works to their own ends, often rewriting them to fit a new 

context.  One might think of appropriation “as a form of collaboration across time and sometimes 

across culture or language” (Sanders 47). Diana E. Henderson views collaboration as the heart of 

all artistic process. She links Shakespeare’s own collaborations with those done in revisions of 

his work. As Henderson explains, this idea of collaboration also works to change our 

understanding of earlier texts: “The later works provide the lens through which Shakespeare 

comes into view, and thus to life—and in that second life, Shakespeare (Will he, nil he) becomes 

a collaborator in conveying the opinions, visions, and emotions of the Shake-shifters” (11).3 As 

more authors work with the text, the text’s meaning shifts. Henderson suggests that authors 

change Shakespeare to suit their purpose: “More often than not, modern artists invoke 

Shakespeare as precisely what he could not be in his own time: a source of unquestioned artistry 

and authority. Then they either celebrate and market that power or struggle against his 

institutional associations and codified performance traditions as well as the time-bound aspects 

of the plays themselves” (3).  She asserts that Shakespeare’s absence from life does not remove 

                                                 
3 Harriet Hawkins makes a similar argument in Classics and Trash: Traditions and Taboos in 

High Literature and Popular Modern Genres. She suggests both that overarching rules seem to 

guide fictions across the board and that the mixing of high and low is unexceptional. As a result, 

allusions to Shakespeare can heighten a moment within a popular work without damaging the 

original, which may be enriched by the inclusion of the popular, and allowing readers to make 

deeper, more complicated connections whenever they encounter the material.  
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him from the collaborative process. By writing for a commercial audience, Shakespeare opens 

his works up to be rewritten by others in much the way he did with his sources (10).  

 I agree with colleagues who define appropriation as a work that rewrites Shakespeare in 

order to offer commentary on the original text. In such works, the author clearly is (in Marsden’s 

terms) “taking possession” of Shakespeare’s text and changing the work to suit his/her own ends 

(1-2). In my project, I will use the term appropriation rather than adaptation for most of the 

allusions, particularly those taken out of their original context. These authors utilize the previous 

works to their own ends, changing them as it suits their needs. By seeing these revisions as 

appropriations, I am able to analyze the ways in which the authors change and react to previous 

works. 

 Most scholarship treats Shakespeare’s works as some form of ideal text, better than its 

source material and subsequent adaptations. In Reading Popular Romance in Early Modern 

England, Lori Humphrey Newcomb challenges the idea that “Shakespeare the alterer of sources 

differs from alterers of his plays in that only he can make works that unalterably transcend the 

material” (133).4 Pandosto tends to be considered the lesser work even though it was 

considerably more popular than The Winter’s Tale at the time, and was itself continually adapted 

for years. Newcomb states, “Once the two works were linked as play and source, The Winter’s 

Tale gained credit and Pandosto lost it” (132). The tendency to elevate Shakespeare’s texts over 

revisions of them can be traced to the Restoration. Sandra Clark considers the circumstances that 

led to the many adaptations of Shakespeare’s works in the Restoration. Theaters needed plays 

and most could not legally be performed unless they were adapted. The language, characters, and 

plot were also updated to fit the needs of the Restoration theaters. At the same time, the printed 

                                                 
4Kenneth Muir’s The Sources of Shakespeare’s Plays takes this position on most of 

Shakespeare’s treatment of his source material.  
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versions of Shakespeare’s works retained a value that the performed versions did not: “There is a 

paradox whereby Shakespeare’s works achieved the status of ‘classics’ in the study while for a 

long period on the stage the divine Bard (as he came to be called) was often represented by plays 

only a small portion of which he actually wrote” (xliii). While these works were much more 

popular on stage, literary critics have been harsh toward them, “implicitly assuming that 

Shakespeare’s text is sacrosanct and any modification of it an act of sacrilege” (xliv).  

 In Shakespeare and Modern Popular Culture, Douglas Lanier discusses how 

Shakespeare’s works came to be part of the literary canon rather than popular entertainment. He 

argues that the publication of the First Folio was the beginning of “unpopularizing” 

Shakespeare’s works (24). It not only made them a literary luxury commodity, but the prefatory 

material also elevated Shakespeare and his works (24). Lanier argues that the Stratford Jubilee in 

1769 “definitively sealed Shakespeare’s new cultural status” (32). Yet even though 

Shakespeare’s cultural authority has increased, his works frequently intersect with popular 

culture. Lanier defends the study of Shakespeare’s appearance in popular media: “Popular 

appropriations of Shakespeare are not only positions against academic or high cultural 

conceptions of the ‘authentic Shakespeare’; they also communicate to a wide audience claims 

about how Shakespeare’s cultural significance is created, extended, debated, revised, and 

renewed, not only parodied or critiqued” (19-20).5 By using Shakespeare as a cultural authority, 

romance authors reaffirm Shakespeare’s cultural position. 

                                                 
5 Sonia Massai also notes that appropriations of Shakespeare can change what it means for 

something to be Shakespeare. She uses the work of Pierre Bourdieu to argue “that Shakespeare 

can best be understood as the sum of the critical and creative responses elicited by his work” (6). 

She suggests that there is a field of what is said or done with Shakespeare, which determines 

what can be said about or done with him.  
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 Numerous critics now analyze various aspects of Shakespeare in popular culture, as 

evidenced by the breadth of material in both The Cambridge Companion to Shakespeare and 

Popular Culture and Shakespeares after Shakespeare: An Encyclopedia of the Bard in Mass 

Media and Popular Culture. In Shakespeares after Shakespeare, Annalisa Castaldo divides 

allusions into three categories: cultural literacy, cultural authority, and cultural reconsideration. 

In cultural literacy, authors incorporate quotations or allusions to draw on an expected general 

understanding of Shakespeare possessed by all readers. These allusions allow the “writer to save 

time” and use a “shorthand description based on the assumption of shared knowledge” (Castaldo 

412). For example, romance authors allude to Othello to indicate jealousy, as Jo Beverly does in 

An Unlikely Countess. Castaldo explains that these meanings change over time and can vary 

depending on the audience of the work (411). In the next category, cultural authority, “the author 

is telling the reader something about the characters or sometimes about the genre itself, and 

therefore the author always clearly signals the connection to Shakespeare (and sometimes to a 

specific character or play). Shakespeare becomes a way to privilege certain characters, to 

demonstrate their intelligence, empathy, morality, or even lovability” (412).  This type of 

allusion frequently occurs in romance novels, where shared knowledge of Shakespeare indicates 

the suitability of the hero and heroine. In Sabrina Jeffries’s A Dangerous Love, the hero and 

heroine finish each other’s Shakespeare quotations. The hero even notes that this makes them 

perfect for one another, saying, ““What do you think are your chances of finding a husband who 

can match your knowledge of Shakespeare quote for quote?” (270). Castaldo explains, “The 

main goal of using Shakespeare as a cultural authority is to prove to the reader that a character, a 

work, of an entire genre has literary and cultural value” (412). At times, romance authors 

demonstrate the worth of their characters or novels through the inclusion of Shakespearean 
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allusions. The final category, cultural reconsideration, is the reworking Shakespeare’s plays to 

address controversial issues, such as Jane Smiley’s A Thousand Acres as a rewriting of King 

Lear that deals with incest. Although these categories focus on fiction in general and do not 

cover all the usage of Shakespeare in romance novels, they provide one entry point into the 

material.  

The most thorough work on Shakespeare in romance novels has been done by Laurie E. 

Osborne. In a series of essays, she chronicles the history of Shakespeare in romance novels and 

his significance in the development of romance subgenres, claiming authors use Shakespeare 

both to subvert and reaffirm patriarchy and class hierarchy.6 Osborne notes that by manipulating 

or reworking Shakespeare’s plots and language, female characters are able to challenge, and at 

times subvert, patriarchal norms. Yet, by their nature, these stories culminate in a reaffirmation 

of patriarchal norms, with the marriage of the hero and heroine. Indeed the persistence of 

patriarchy is mediated through class: knowledge of Shakespeare can allow lower-class female 

characters—or even more disreputable actresses—to demonstrate their intelligence and 

worthiness to marry the upper-class and frequently titled male characters. According to Osborne, 

Shakespeare allows “romance novelists to rewrite patriarchal gender inequalities as class or 

status obstacles” (“Sweet” 149). Osborne explains how these allusions invoke Shakespeare’s 

cultural value: “Functioning as the flag of intellectual status and compatibility, Shakespeare also 

                                                 
6 Regarding the history of Shakespeare in romance novels, Osborne notes that in the 1980s, the 

publisher Harlequin developed a number of specialized lines, dividing them up by time period to 

compete with the mass market romances which are not published under a “brand name.” 

According to Osborne, this development coincided with an increase in Shakespeare allusions, 

specifically in Regency romances, staged between 1811 and 1820 in England, and other 

historical romance novels (“Harlequin” 137). Furthermore, as Regencies began to lose popularity 

at the end of the twentieth-century, the authors began to include even more allusions to 

Shakespeare and to use other tactics to differentiate the subgenres from others, making them 

more elevated, and, hopefully, drawing in more readers (143).  
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underscores the writer’s literary knowledge” (“Harlequin” 139). Osborne also briefly discusses 

the ways specific plays work as a code, stating, “In many Regencies and historical romances, 

Shakespeare encodes and potentially revises plot situations in ways that relate to the reader’s 

cultural content” (“Bard” 56). Osborne’s work provides some perspective on romance authors’ 

use of Shakespeare, but her research spans novels from 1944-97, and she does not consider some 

of the wider implications of what the authors do with his plays.  

Although Osborne is unique in her focus on Shakespeare within romance novels, an 

increasing number of critics are examining romance novels under a scholarly lens. Pamela Regis 

provides the most comprehensive discussion of the key elements of romance novels in The 

Natural History of the Romance Novel. She provides an overall definition, “The romance novel 

is a work of prose fiction that tells the story of the courtship and betrothal of one or more 

heroines” (14). The heroine is central in romance novels as opposed to romantic narratives in 

general where she may not be (29). Regis identifies eight narrative elements that appear in most 

romance novels: “a definition of society, always corrupt, that the romance novel will reform; the 

meeting between the heroine and the hero; an account of their attraction for each other; the 

barrier between them; the point of ritual death; the recognition that fells the barrier; the 

declaration of the heroine and hero that they love each other; and their betrothal” (14). The 

barrier can be external forces keeping the couple apart, or smaller barriers such as a 

misunderstanding between the main characters that causes them to believe they cannot be 

together. It is the declaration and betrothal together that assure the happy ending of romance 

novels.  

Another central feature of romance novels is the assurance of a “happily-ever-after” 

conclusion. Critics and authors generally agree that this ending is essential to the romance novel. 



 

11 

 

Readers want the assurance that the couple will be happy and remain with one another forever. 

Suzanne Simmons Guntrum describes this assurance as a promise to readers by romance authors 

in her article “Happily Ever After: The Ending as Beginning”:  

In a romance novel we know that, whatever the odds against them, the 

hero and heroine will come together in the end and live happily ever after. Indeed, 

if the above is not true, then either the book is flawed or it isn’t a romance 

… 

It is a promise every romance reader expects when she picks up a romance 

novel: The hero and the heroine will be together in the end. They will live happily 

ever after. (153-4)  

 

Guntrum’s assertion that without this ending the novel is a not a romance coincides with Regis’s 

discussion of the genre. And surveys of readers tend to agree with her assertion. The blog All 

About Romance did a survey in which “the response was nearly unanimous - readers require an 

HEA ending in their romances” (Gold). To satisfy this desire, authors sometimes offer an 

epilogue that depicts the hero and heroine later in their marriage still obviously in love, often 

including interactions with their children or extended family. When romance authors adapt or 

appropriate Shakespeare they do so in ways that lead to these happy endings. Frequently that 

requires them to remove the allusions from their original context.  

Romance novels are wildly popular. According to the Romance Writers of America 

website, romance fiction generated $1.438 billion in estimated revenue in 2012, compared to 

$717.9 million for religious/inspirational fiction and $728.2 million for mysteries: “Romance 

fiction was the largest share of the U.S. consumer market in 2012 at 16.7 percent” (“Romance 

Industry Statistics”). Despite having the largest market shares of current fiction, or perhaps 

because of it, romance novels are largely derided by critics and the public alike, and are depicted 

as less literary than other genres. In Beyond Heaving Bosoms, Sarah Wendell and Candy Tan 

address many aspects of the genre, including its denigrated position: “As Nora Roberts says, 
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‘Romance is the hat trick of easy targets: emotions, relationships, and sex.’ Add to that hat trick 

the instant handicap of being a genre written mostly by women, mostly for women, and the 

stereotypical images that surround both the readers and the writers, and it’s a one-step express to 

Highly Denigrated Genre land” (126). Both readers and authors are therefore required to defend 

the genre from critics and peers. Since romance authors and readers must repeatedly defend the 

value of the novels, association with a cultural authority functions as a means to elevate the 

novel above the assumed mix of smut, bodice-ripping, and foolishness. Shakespearean allusions 

can serve as evidence of the potential value and eruditeness of the genre despite the public’s 

expectations.  

 Romance novels are categorized both by subject matter and setting. The broadest 

divisions are historical romances (those set in a historical time period) and contemporary 

romances (those set in the present day when the novel was written). These broad categories are 

then subdivided into specific subcategories. Historical romances are divided into Medieval 

romances, Regency romances (set between 1811 and 1820 when the prince regent ruled 

England), Westerns, and so on. Along with these divisions by setting, romance novels are also 

divided by mode of publication. Single-title romances, or mass market romances, are longer 

romances identified primarily by author and title.  Category romances, also known as series 

romances, are shorter and published in clearly identified lines or series. These novels are part of 

a monthly catalogue of books of similar length, theme, level of sensuality, and sometimes 

setting. While these novels also have individual titles and authors, they are shelved, marketed, 

and identified as part of the series. Harlequin publishes a number of series romances each month 

with a variety of themes. My research focuses on historical romances set in the Renaissance or 

later, as they most often contain Shakespearean allusions. Moreover, historical romances often 
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differentiate themselves by incorporating more historical detail and literary allusions. As 

romance author Kasey Michaels notes in her introduction to one of Georgette Heyer’s romances, 

“The Regency is often called the ‘intelligentsia’ of the romance novel,” marketing itself as the 

subgenre for more intellectual or educated women (i). 

Many romance readers are highly educated. According to the Romance Writers of 

America, forty-two percent of romance readers hold a bachelor’s degree or higher. Another 

seven percent have associates degrees. Fifteen percent report having postgraduate work or 

degrees. Highly educated women, then, make up a larger part of the romance market than may be 

expected, particularly by academic literary critics. These readers likely appreciate intelligent 

heroines and the incorporation of Shakespeare quotations in the text, and the ability to recognize 

the quotation can validate their own education and knowledge.  

I limit my discussion of romance novels to those published or reissued since 2000 in 

order to expand on Osborne’s work by focusing on what is currently occurring in the genre. I 

surveyed as many historical romance novels set in the Renaissance or later as possible for the 

years 2000 to 2013. Some I found through internet searches and recommendations from other 

readers. The rest I identified by surveying novels sold at local retailers. I consider both mass 

market and series romance novels in my survey. I included any novel that directly quotes or 

alludes to a Shakespearean work. I eliminated novels with Shakespearean characters’ names that 

did not identify them as such. Once I identified all of the allusions, I divided them into 

categories: names; titles; opening quotations; chapter quotations; the heroine reading or quoting 

Shakespeare; the hero reading or quoting Shakespeare; another character quoting Shakespeare; 

misquotations; the couple finishing each other’s quotations; the characters attending a theatrical 
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production or performing Shakespeare at home; adaptations of Shakespeare; and other random 

inclusions.   

These usages of Shakespearean allusions are repeated to the extent that they become 

codified. The eight narrative elements identified by Regis are part of why romance novels are 

viewed as formulaic. The same features appear in most romance novels, as they are essential to 

the genre. Romance as a genre relies on the understanding of particular images and codes. In 

“Beneath the Surface: The Hidden Codes of Romance,” Linda Barlow and Jayne Ann Krentz 

acknowledge these repetitions and define them as part of the codes of romance. They argue that 

the elements which critics often deride, “the figurative language, allusions, and plot elements of 

the best-loved stories,” are “the very codes that are the most vital to our genre” (16). They 

suggest that these codes are powerful because they resonate with female readers. According to 

Barlow and Krentz, romance readers know what to expect when they encounter these codes:  

Outsiders tend to be unable to interpret the conventional language of the genre or 

to recognize in that language the symbols, images, and allusions that are the 

fundamental stuff of romance. Moreover, romance writers are consistently 

attacked for their use of this language by critics who fail to fathom its 

complexities. In a sense, romance writers are writing in a code clearly understood 

by readers but opaque to others. … [The romance novelist] knows the 

conventions, she understands the layers of meaning that certain words, phrases, 

and plot elements have accumulated through the years, and she knows how these 

meanings have been shaped and refined for romance. She can be confident that 

her readers also understand these subtleties. The worldwide popularity of romance 

novels is testimony to the way the familiar codes are universally recognized by 

women as cues for their deepest thoughts, dreams, and fantasies. (15-8) 

 

They suggest that this familiar language evokes a specific emotional response from readers. I 

argue that the various applications of Shakespearean allusions function as elements of this code. 

The different types of allusions serve different purposes that readers can easily interpret based on 

their continued iteration in these novels.  
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My chapters analyze these different modes of appropriation by modern romance 

novelists. In chapter one, I discuss the inclusion of Shakespearean productions in romance 

novels. These productions serve a number of purposes. They provide a historical setting to add 

detail to the novel. They also provide a convenient location for courtship. At times, the 

inclusions of the Shakespearean productions in these works serve as mirrors for the main 

characters. These moments can illuminate the minor rewritings of Shakespearean plots that occur 

in these novels that might otherwise have gone unnoticed.  

In chapter two, I analyze romance novels which contain adaptations of Shakespeare. I 

discuss four recent rewritings of The Taming of the Shrew that attempt to adapt the source to fit 

modern romance readers. I also analyze Susan Wiggs’s adaptation of The Tempest, The 

Horsemaster’s Daughter, and Juliana Gray’s three revisions of Love’s Labour’s Lost. All of 

these adaptations attempt to rewrite Shakespeare to suit a modern audience by refocusing on the 

heroine and potentially giving her more agency.  

 In chapter three, I analyze romance authors’ repeated efforts to rewrite Shakespearean 

tragedy into romance. I focus specifically on rewritings of Othello and Romeo and Juliet. 

Romance authors either undercut the serious nature of tragedy by writing comic versions of 

popular scenes, or they change the outcome to allow the hero and heroine to overcome potential 

tragedy.   

Within chapter four, I analyze how romance authors depict characters quoting 

Shakespeare in ways that demonstrate aspects of their character. These quotations serve as their 

own shorthand, indicating that a heroine is intelligent, a hero is emotionally available, or another 

character is a fool. Heroes and heroines completing each other’s quotations serves to demonstrate 

their suitability for one another.  
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In chapter five, I analyze romance authors’ use of Shakespearean titles, names, and 

opening quotations. The use of Shakespearean titles presents the clearest desire to connect a 

romance novel to a Shakespearean play and suggests that romance authors are using them for 

marketing as well as descriptive purposes. Romance authors frequently use Shakespearean 

appellations in part as shorthand for characterization. The opening and chapter quotations 

primarily serve a tone-setting function while also associating the novels with Shakespeare’s 

plays. These allusions tend to be the most superficial and are potentially included for marketing 

purposes.    

 By considering these various types of allusions, I demonstrate how romance authors 

manipulate Shakespeare to suit their purposes. Shakespeare and his works become a tool for 

romance novelists—providing a shorthand that authors can use as well as a source for potential 

conflict in their romances. Many authors present Shakespeare as the authority on love and cite 

him as such, reaffirming his cultural position even as they appropriate it.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

“THE PLAY’S THE THING”: ATTENDING THEATRICAL PRODUCTIONS 

 

The theater can provide a convenient location for flirtation or seduction with 

Shakespeare’s play as a backdrop to the heroine’s romance. Knowing this, another way romance 

authors incorporate Shakespeare into their novels involves their characters attending a 

production of one of Shakespeare’s plays. This occurs in 44 of the 539 romance novels I 

surveyed, or 8.2 percent. Some authors take this a step further wherein the main characters fall in 

love while performing a production of Shakespeare. Rarely are these characters professional 

actors and actresses; instead, they are generally upper-class individuals enjoying a house party in 

the country. Characters perform Shakespearean productions within their homes in 15 of these 

novels, or 2.8 percent. When watching or acting in these plays, the characters sometimes see 

something of their own stories in the play and reflect on them.  

In all of these novels, the plays performed are the more famous or popular ones with 

which romance readers are more likely to be familiar. Within my sample, characters attend 

productions of Hamlet the most often—six times—followed by A Midsummer Night’s Dream, 

The Merchant of Venice, and Othello—at four times each (see table 4). Characters rarely attend 

performances of the more obscure histories or tragedies such as King John or Timon of Athens. 

Using a potentially familiar play allows the authors to avoid needing to address the plot of 

Shakespeare’s work; authors can instead assume readers at least know that Romeo and Juliet is a 

tragic love story and Hamlet is a revenge tragedy. In this way, the authors utilize Shakespeare as 

a kind of shorthand for certain emotions as well as a backdrop for their own plots.  
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Table 3 Plays Attended in Romance Novels
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Nothing

Romeo and Juliet

The Taming of the

Shrew

A Midsummer

Night's Dream

The Merchant of

Venice

Othello

Hamlet

Number of romances within my sample

 

 Attending a production of a Shakespearean play becomes part of the courtship ritual in 

some historical romance novels. Characters who attend productions tend to fall into two 

categories—those who pay attention to the play and those who watch their companions instead. 

For the latter group, which play the characters attend rarely matters, as the hero and heroine 

spend more time watching one another than the performance, even if they came to the theater 

with someone else. Whereas in other locations close observation of a love interest would be 

socially unacceptable, attending a play provides characters an opportunity to further their 

courtship without drawing public censure. In these instances, the choice of Shakespeare is more 

superficial. In Sally MacKenzie’s The Naked Duke, the heroine and hero watch each other rather 
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than the performance. Although they both desire one another, the heroine, Sarah, believes they 

cannot be together. Therefore, she attends a production of The Merchant of Venice with another 

suitor. Although she is excited to attend the play, even she cannot resist the urge to watch the 

hero: 

 Her eyes froze on one man in a box directly across from her. James, who 

had been too busy to escort his family to the play, was sitting between Lady 

Charlotte Wickford and the Duchess of Rothingham. As Sarah watched, James 

said something, his head close to Lady Charlotte’s. Lady Charlotte laughed and 

tapped his arm playfully with her fan.  

 Sarah heard a sharp snapping noise. She looked down into her lap. Her 

own fan was in two pieces. (174-6) 

 

Rather than watch the production, Sarah watches James, and her actions betray her feelings for 

him. The novel’s action has little to do with The Merchant of Venice and Sarah never seems to 

notice the production itself. Much as James distracts Sarah from the performance, she also 

prevents him from enjoying the play. James worries that Sarah’s naiveté will lead her to pursue 

poor choices: 

 The play began, but James was far more interested in what was going on 

across the theater than in any of the actions on stage. Dunlap was certainly more 

of a threat to his interests than Symington. He had the advantage of being 

American, as well as being damn good-looking. Still, there was something off 

about the fellow, something dangerous. Did Sarah feel it, too, or did she just see 

Dunlap’s pretty face? 

 He should warn her to take care. She was new to society, and she had led a 

very sheltered life. He was certain she had never dealt with a man of Dunlap’s 

stamp. 

 James shifted his attention to the stage. Shylock was brandishing a butcher 

knife, passionately demanding his pound of flesh. James eyed the long, sharp 

blade. He’d like a pound of Dunlap’s flesh--and he knew just what part of 

Dunlap’s anatomy he would excise. The man had best keep his hands to himself if 

he didn’t want to be singing in a higher key. (178) 

 

Here, watching Shakespeare’s play makes the characters focus even more intently on one 

another, even though neither wishes to admit their emotions at this stage. The one scene from the 

play that the hero mentions illustrates his jealousy and anger, even as it takes the line out of 
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context. Whereas Shylock demands a pound of flesh in return for a debt, James imagines 

enacting physical violence on Sarah’s suitor. Shakespeare’s dialogue provides James language to 

express his jealousy without requiring him to engage with the content of Shakespeare’s play. The 

only other detail about the production comes from that suitor as he annoys the heroine: 

 “You are in for a treat this evening, Miss Hamilton.” Mr. Symington 

tugged on his waistcoat. A futile exercise. It rode back up over his paunch the 

moment his fingers left the fabric. “Mr. Edmund Kean is reprising his role of 

Shylock in The Merchant of Venice.” He leaned closer and patted Sarah’s hand. 

“That’s a play by Shakespeare, you know—very famous English playwright. 

Dead now, unfortunately.” 

 Sarah gritted her teeth and tucked her hand under the folds of her skirts, 

out of Mr. Symington’s reach. She did wish that he were not so fond of onions. 

Talking to him was enough of an ordeal without the added trial of breathing in the 

odor of his last meal. 

 “Shakespeare’s fame has spread across the Atlantic, Mr. Symington.” 

(174) 

 

This exchange demonstrates the patronizing nature of her suitor and gives the historical detail of 

Kean’s role in the production.  

Readers of historical romance expect a certain amount of historical information and 

accuracy in these novels, which trips to the theater can provide. In an interview with Romance 

University, Victoria Gray describes the importance of well-researched historical details in these 

romances:  

The developing emotional relationship between the heroine and her hero is the 

central focus of historical romance, while historical details serve to sweep the 

reader away to another time and place.  As an author, infusing details throughout 

the story without sounding like a travel guide to historic places is a challenge.  

Research, layering through multiple revisions, and a willingness to cut facts that 

don’t enhance the story are my keys to achieving balance between historical 

detail, story flow, and emotional intensity.  Every author of historical romance 

develops an individual approach, but research is a given.  Historical inaccuracies 

pull a reader out of a story. Knowledge of the time and place is crucial to establish 

the setting.  Essential details about historical events, clothing, food, 

transportation, communication, occupations, and social structure – this list could 

go on and on – provide scaffolding for a believable story. 
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Readers frequently criticize authors for historical inaccuracies, both in reviews and letters to the 

authors. Romance readers and scholars categorize novels with poorly integrated historical details 

as “wallpaper historicals.” In these works the historical details are superficial and merely 

background rather than integrated into the novel. Well-integrated historical information is an 

essential aspect of historical romances for many readers. Moreover, the readers often feel they 

are learning from these texts, either about specific events or general details about life in the time 

period. In “All the History I Learned From Romance,” Rike Horstmann suggests readers can 

learn historical information from well-written romance novels: “For every wallpaper historical 

out there, there is a novel that is meticulously researched, and manages to imbue historical facts 

with so much life by linking them to the lives of characters I am intrigued by, that those facts just 

stick to my memory like a burr.” Typical historical details include famous locations, events, and 

even people. Kean’s name is often mentioned when characters go to the theater, perhaps because 

he is the actor from the period with whom readers might be familiar. To a certain extent, the 

theatrical productions function as simply another historical English setting for the novel, such as 

Almack’s Assembly Rooms. Other times, the plays characters attend resonate with aspects of the 

plot of the novel.  

In Suzanne Enoch’s Always a Scoundrel the hero, Bram, invites the heroine, Rose, to see 

A Midsummer Night’s Dream at Drury Lane Theatre, another popular historical setting (227). 

The invitation occurs late in the novel, after she is already in love with him and they have 

consummated their relationship. She is shocked to learn it is his favorite play:   

 “A Midsummer Night’s Dream is your favorite play?” she asked in a low 

voice, pointing him to the seat beside her. “Not Doctor Faustus or Macbeth?” 

Grinning, he seated himself. “With Faustus I have to ask myself whether 

I’ve made a bargain with the devil, or I am the devil. Too much self-reflection. 

And Macbeth—well, too many females plotting. That makes me a touch uneasy.” 

(246) 
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The heroine clearly expects him to prefer the tragedies, particularly those dealing with ambition, 

rather than a more frivolous comedy. His response uses aspects of the plays to illustrate elements 

of his character. He sees too much of his own experience in Christopher Marlowe’s Doctor 

Faustus. The Macbeth allusion demonstrates his sense of humor, as he correlates the actions of 

Lady Macbeth and the witches with manipulative women in society. In both instances, the plays 

function as shorthand, not requiring much knowledge of either play to understand his comment. 

Even if readers are only vaguely familiar with these works, the context clues provide an 

interpretive lens. As in other romances, observing the heroine holds his interest more than 

Shakespeare’s work, even if it is his favorite play: 

No one tried to shove him out of his chair, so Bram settled in to watch. 

They might have been sweeping the floor, though, for all the attention he paid to 

the actors on the stage. Instead he listened—to every sigh and laugh, every held 

breath or clap of the hands of the woman seated beside him. For a man as self-

concerned as he knew himself to be, it was a fascinating revelation. (247) 

 

He takes more pleasure in her response to the play than in the action onstage. While Rose 

watches the production, she contemplates their relationship: 

Hearing the characters onstage soliloquizing about feelings and love and 

fate, Rose wished that even with the pining and misunderstandings and 

frustrations, she could have that. Just to be able to feel and to act, without 

considering how it would affect her family. Just to be able to say yes or no and be 

listened to.  

…By intermission she was fairly shaking, the desire to touch him, to kiss 

him, burning through her like fire. As the audience in the seats below began to 

hurry for the common areas, she stood so quickly she nearly knocked over her 

chair. “I need a breath of air,” she said, when Bram lifted an eyebrow at her. (248-

9).  

 

Although obligated to marry someone else because of her brother’s outrageous debts, Rose finds 

herself hopelessly in love with Bram. While Enoch mentions love and fate within the play, a 

number of other Shakespearean works could have fit this scene. The main connection between 
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the two works is Rose’s engagement to the wrong man. Yet her engagement is to save her family 

from financial ruin. The performance of Shakespeare’s comedy therefore provides a convenient 

location to further their relationship and a catalyst to force the heroine to consider marrying for 

love. A Midsummer Night’s Dream becomes symbolic of freedom to choose a romantic partner, 

despite the actual plot with includes repeated fairy intervention into the various love plots within 

the play. What matters is that Shakespeare’s comedy is associated with love and happy marriages 

and the heroine realizes how much she desires a similar happy ending.  

In Adrienne Basso’s A Little Bit Sinful, Basso describes two of the heroine’s encounters 

with Shakespearean plays. When the heroine, Eleanor, reminds her sister of an engagement at the 

theater, she remembers a previous painful experience:  

Eleanor had only been to Drury Lane Theatre once, many years ago during 

her forgettable London Season. She had been included in a party more as an 

afterthought, a warm female body to even out the numbers. It had begun 

pleasantly enough, but ten minutes into the performance she noted a striking 

resemblance between the actor playing the lead role of Hamlet and her estranged 

love, John Tanner. 

The sight had rattled her completely, the stab of pain coursing through her 

heart swift and sharp, an aching reminder of what she had lost. Of the life she 

would never know, the love she would never share, of the future forever gone. 

She had struggled to hold in her grief, allowing herself the release of a few 

tears during the more emotional moments of the performance, thankful there was 

so much misery in this particular Shakespeare tragedy. Her reaction, however, had 

been noticed and the incident caused her to be labeled an overly sensitive female, 

putting yet another nail in her socially unacceptable coffin. (141) 

 

The heroine’s own love life causes an emotional reaction at the theater, not the play itself. She 

reacts to the actor rather than the play. Shakespeare’s plot functions merely as a sufficient excuse 

to mask her pain. Any Shakespearean tragedy would suit this occasion, but Basso includes 

Hamlet, the most popular choice.  
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 Eleanor’s attendance at A Midsummer Night’s Dream proves equally removed from 

Shakespeare’s play. The hero, Viscount Benton, distracts Eleanor when he arrives at the theater 

box. They share a heated exchange which only stops when the play begins: 

 Fortunately for Eleanor, at that moment the lights dimmed, the curtains 

rose, and the performance began. 

She turned her attention diligently toward the stage, but alas the Bard’s 

lyrical words could not capture her thoughts. She was restless and distracted and 

soon became aware of that strange, indescribable sensation of being watched. 

Eleanor could feel the tiny beads of sweat beginning to form on her upper lip as 

she struggled to keep her gaze focused straight ahead.  

She knew without looking that it was Lord Benton’s eyes that were trained 

so intently upon her and she flatly refused to give him the satisfaction of 

acknowledging it.  

He was playing some sort of game with her. A game that intrigued her, 

frustrated her, excited her, puzzled her. A game whose rules she did not 

understand, which made the consequences all the more dangerous.  

After what felt like an eternity, the theater lights came back up and the 

audience started rustling about. Eleanor nearly slumped forward in her chair, so 

great was her sense of relief.  

“Are you enjoying the performance?” Lord Benton asked. “Lysander is 

doing a splendid job, but I thought the actor playing Puck too old for the part.” 

“‘Tis all quite extraordinary,” she replied, realizing she had no real idea of 

what she had just seen, having been too distracted by the viscount to pay proper 

attention. (144-5) 

 

Despite the hero’s questions about the play, he was clearly watching the heroine more often than 

the stage and she knows it. The two are more interested in playing the game of courtship than in 

watching a play onstage. Other than these comments, the play itself barely features in the novel, 

particularly because the heroine was not paying attention to it: 

Since she had been so distracted by Lord Benton during the performance, 

the final act failed to hold Eleanor’s interest. A sigh rushed past her lips when the 

play ended, but Eleanor was unsure whether it was relief or disappointment. 

Perhaps she just wasn’t the type of person who enjoyed the theater. (149) 

 

Her reaction stems from her distraction rather than an implied failing in Shakespeare’s play. 

More than the previous examples, this production appears included as a historical location as 

well as a convenient location for flirtation.  
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In Jennifer Haymore’s Confessions of an Improper Bride, the heroine enjoys the play. 

Her interest in the production plays a pivotal role in the plot of the novel when she attends a 

production of Othello. Although she loves Shakespeare, she intends to restrain herself from 

quoting the lines along with the actors because she is pretending to be her dead sister Meg. While 

watching her instead of the play, however, her former lover, Jonathan, determines that “Meg” 

must really be Serena: 

 Jonathan accepted a pair of tiny opera glasses from Kincaid and made a 

show of leisurely scanning the theater. He didn’t look at the stage, where Iago was 

doing his best to work Othello into an enraged frenzy over his wife’s alleged 

unfaithfulness, but at the audience, where he finally caught sight of Lady Alcott, 

Phoebe, and Serena.  

 She sat still, hands in her lap, eyes trained on the stage, lips moving 

slightly. It looked like she was reciting Othello’s lines along with him: “Lie on 

her! We say lie on her when they belie her…” 

 Hell, he was making assumptions again. He wasn’t positive she was 

Serena. It was only a strong hunch—an intangible sense. Only hope, perhaps. 

Nevertheless, it was a feeling he needed to either prove or disprove before his 

tangled thoughts drove him to madness. (136) 

 

Serena’s focus on the play is what reveals her duplicity. If she were not caught up in the action to 

the point where she starts reciting the lines, he might have dismissed his ideas that she was 

Serena rather than Meg. Her love for Shakespeare overcomes all of her other concerns. Meg 

would not have memorized the lines, whereas he knows Serena would. The production is simply 

a device that allows him an opportunity to watch her unobserved and discover her true identity. 

The plot of Othello has no bearing on this novel. While in these examples any play might suffice, 

romance authors repeatedly return to Shakespeare, and to these plays in particular, as the 

backdrop for romantic encounters at the theater. Other playwrights’ works rarely appear.  



 

26 

 

Suzanne Enoch does something different in Sins of a Duke when the hero takes the 

heroine to a production of Hamlet.7 Enoch intersperses Shakespeare’s lines with their 

conversation, most of them Ophelia’s speeches reflecting her confusion about Hamlet’s feelings. 

By incorporating lines from the play, Enoch ramps up the emotions in the scene and is able to 

comment on both of the characters’ feelings without directly saying what they felt. The hero 

begins by attempting to interrogate the heroine behind a curtain in the theater box, but then 

kisses her: 

 His gaze lowered to her mouth. “Say my Christian name.” 

  “In few, Ophelia 

 Do not believe his vows, for they are breakers…”  

 “Sebastian,” she breathed.  

 He kissed her. Josefina wrapped her arms behind his neck, breathing him 

in. Silently he pushed her against the side wall, his mouth hot and hungry as it 

sought and captured hers again and again. His hands brushed her hips, and then 

his grip firmed, holding her hard against him.  

 “I want more,” she rasped, clinging against him and not having to fake the 

sincerity and urgency in her voice. “I want you, Sebastian.”  

 Again silently, he slid a hand up from her waist to her shoulders, the 

pressure of his fingers against the outside of her right breast making her gasp. 

With those clever fingers he lowered the shoulder of her burgundy gown, his lips 

following the trail of his hand.  

  “…Breathing like sanctified and pious bonds,  

 The better to beguile.” 

 He lowered the strap to her elbow, freeing her breast. For a heartbeat he 

gazed at the flesh he’d exposed, then lifted his grey eyes to her face. “It’s been a 

very long time for me,” he said, his voice shaking.  

 The loneliness and longing in his tone seared straight through to her heart. 

This was what she had worried about, that he would want more of her than she 

even possessed. She’d already leapt into the fire, though, and her skin burned. 

“It’s been a lifetime for me,” she returned. (110-1) 

 

As they continue kissing, he asks her questions only to abruptly break off accusing her of lying 

to him. Once they start fighting, Enoch quotes Hamlet, “The air bites shrowdly, it is very cold” 

(112). This time, neither character leaves the theater feeling much love for the other. Instead, 

                                                 
7 The hero’s daughter asks to go to the play with him, but he convinces her to wait to see A 

Midsummer Night’s Dream so she does not see him flirting with the heroine (98).  
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both are furious. Throughout the scene, Enoch uses Shakespeare’s words to characterize the 

emotions felt by the hero and heroine. Here, Shakespeare is more than window-dressing. Instead, 

Enoch appropriates his words out of context to further the development of the romance between 

her characters.  

 At times, characters in the novels draw parallels between their lives and the actions 

onstage. Often, the connections are minimal, such as in Olivia Drake’s Seducing the Heiress. The 

heroine, Portia, attends a production of The Merchant of Venice. The novel mentions Kean 

playing Shylock as well, providing the readers with the desired historical detail from the period. 

Portia’s host tells her to “prepare [herself] for a surprise in regard to one of the central 

characters” (118). She notices that her namesake also must choose between suitors right before 

her attention turns to the novel’s hero:  

Smiling, he would say no more, and curiosity filled her as the crimson 

curtain began a slow rise. The buzz of conversation died down to silence, except 

for a cough or two. She turned her attention to the actors on stage and quickly 

learned that the heroine of the play was a young heiress named Portia. Just like 

her, the fictitious Portia had to decide which of her many suitors to marry.  

The duke glanced at her, seeming to enjoy her amusement as much as the 

play itself. He lent her a pair of gold opera glasses. As she lifted them to her eyes, 

however, her gaze fell on a box on the opposite side of the theater—and one of its 

occupants.  

Ratcliffe. (118-9) 

 

The hero then climbs over to her box to see her. She tells him that it would be a pity if he fell, 

since then the rest of the play would be canceled. This leads him to also compare her to her 

Shakespearean counterpart: 

 “Oh, you are cold, just like the fair Portia on stage, choosing her husband 

by whimsical trickery. It will be interesting to see if she gets her comeuppance in 

the second half.”  

 Portia was too upset to engage in a polite discussion of Shakespeare’s 

work—or to argue against the implied similarity to her own situation. (123) 

 



 

28 

 

Drake ensures readers will compare the two Portias through both men emphasizing their 

apparent similarities. However, these resemblances are superficial. While both women are 

heiresses, Drake’s Portia still has two living parents and was raised in India. Moreover, she pines 

for her childhood love she left behind in India. Drake’s efforts to have her readers compare the 

two Portias, while not actually creating a character who evokes much similarity to Shakespeare’s 

Portia, underscores the casual use of Shakespearean productions in historical romances. Drake 

only incorporates the brief details from the play that suit her heroine and ignores the rest.  

 Sometimes the play resonates with larger aspects of the novel. In A Beginner’s Guide to 

Rakes, by Suzanne Enoch, the hero tells the heroine they are going to see King Lear, only to take 

her to see The Taming of the Shrew: 

 “Very amusing. We’re not here to see King Lear.” 

 “Then what are we here for?” 

 “To see a different play.” Oliver pulled back the curtain at the back of his 

large box and gestured for her to precede him. “The Taming of the Shrew.”  

 If most of the audience seated below hadn’t already been looking in their 

direction, she would have hit him. “If you’re implying that I’m a shrew, Haybury, 

then I have sorely overestimated your intelligence and insight. And furthermore, 

if I were a chit who needed to be tamed, you are not the man to do it.” Sniffing, 

she plunked herself down in one of the chairs at the box’s front, “Such a man 

doesn’t exist.” 

 He took the seat beside her. “I don’t feel the slightest need or inclination 

to tame you, Diane,” he said in a voice so low she could barely hear it over the 

noise of the audience filling the theater. “I happen to like you as you are.”  

 “Stop attempting to flatter me,” she snapped back, keeping an expression 

of vague amusement on her face for the benefit of their growing audience. “Why 

go to the bother of lying to me about the play if you don’t see me as a shrew?” 

 “Because we would have had this argument in private and I would have 

lost—and I wanted to see the play.” (198-9) 

 

The heroine believes the hero attempts to comment on their relationship with his choice of play. 

As he could have gone to the play without her, it seems unnecessary to manipulate her to seeing 

this play, suggesting that her belief is correct. In this context, The Taming of the Shrew becomes 

reduced to a symbol of male desire to tame a woman. Throughout the novel, the two frequently 
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verbally spar with one another. While they discuss the choice of play when they get to the 

theater, the only action from the play that readers experience is Christopher Sly and the Hostess 

taking the stage (200). The couple then go from a conversation to an argument and finally to him 

kissing her behind the curtain of his box. Then Enoch cuts away from the theater. By not 

depicting any specific moments of taming from the play, Enoch distances her hero from the less 

romantic elements of Shakespeare’s drama. The heroine’s concern that the play is a commentary 

on their relationship illustrates her awareness of her own deviations from expected female 

behavior. Unlike Petruccio, her hero enjoys the heroine’s strength and feistiness. Enoch is clearly 

more interested in the implications of the heroine’s (and readers’) expectations of the play than 

anything else.  

 These inclusions of Shakespearean productions in romance novels can function as 

mirrors for the main characters. In Nicole Byrd’s Widow in Scarlet the heroine attends the theater 

with the hero, Lord Richmond. When they arrive, she realizes the play is already underway. It 

takes time for her to understand the action onstage: 

 “It is the east, and Juliet is the sun…” the actor below belted out, lowering 

his voice a little as the audience paid more attention, continuing to rattle off his 

lines with assurance and the appearance of real emotion. 

 The play tonight was Romeo and Juliet! Her father had left her a leather-

bound set of Shakespeare, which Lucy cherished. She had read this play many 

times, sitting alone in her small sitting room in Stanley’s absence and dreaming 

about the love she did not seem destined to reap, but she had never seen the drama 

performed. She had not even thought to ask the viscount what they would be 

seeing, but this was a treat. Lucy sighed with pleasure and prepared to enjoy 

herself. 

 “See how she leans her cheek upon her hand…” Romeo paused 

dramatically before adding, “O, that I were a glove upon that hand, that I might 

touch that cheek…” 

 The actress playing Juliet stood on a balcony in a fetching blue gown, but 

for a moment, Lucy’s attention wavered. She glanced down at the lovely, long 

gloves she had donned to wear for the evening, the new gloves that the viscount 

had sent her. And he had certainly touched her cheek…For a few moments the 

memory held her much more intently than the scene being enacted on the stage. 
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 To be in love, with the passion and the delight that the actors on stage 

were emoting…No, surely that was not what Lucy was feeling now. It would be 

the greatest folly if she were to forfeit her affections to the viscount. (171-2) 

 

The heroine’s thoughts turn to her own relationship while watching Shakespearean lovers. Byrd 

utilizes Shakespeare’s famous lovers to emphasize her character’s emotions. Watching the play, 

Lucy realizes her own feelings. She directly compares their relationship to that of the lovers 

onstage, although she ignores the potentially negative implications given the tragic outcome of 

Romeo and Juliet. Lucy pays more attention to the play than most characters in romance novels, 

a point the author makes by having other women enter who would rather gossip than watch the 

play: 

 Marion threw a glance at the stage, then settled herself into the chair 

beside Lucy. “Oh, I adore it.” And she proceeded to prove her assertion by 

ignoring the actors and pouring into Lucy’s ear an endless stream of spiteful 

gossip that barely allowed Lucy to hear an occasional line from the stage. Lucy 

tried to hide her disappointment. If anyone could ruin such a rare treat as a night 

at the theater, it was Marion Tennett. 

 Below them, Juliet was saying, “My bounty is as boundless as the sea, my 

love as deep; the more I give to thee, the more I have, for both are infinite.” 

 Oh, how lovely. Lucy wished intently to be free to attend the play more 

closely. If only this silly woman would stop nattering at her. And why was Mrs. 

Tennett suddenly determined to make Lucy a bosom friend? To make sure that 

Lucy spent as little time alone as possible with the viscount? To impress Lord 

Richmond and lure his attention back to Mrs. Tennett herself? Lucy found she had 

precious little trust in this woman’s apparent tender of friendship. So she nodded 

and murmured soft replies to the comments the other woman made, and strained 

to hear snatches of the play. 

 On stage, the doomed romance proceeded rapidly into the secret 

elopement, and then the combats and fatal mistakes that led to the young lovers’ 

untimely deaths. When the nurse broke the awful news of Romeo’s death to her 

youthful charge: “He’s dead, he’s dead!” Lucy found unbidden tears spring into 

her eyes. She blinked hard, determined not to show such weakness in front of the 

woman who still sat beside her. 

 But the rush of feeling that flowed through her could not be stemmed. 

Lucy knew too well the shock of that pronouncement, the anguish of sudden loss, 

even though—perhaps in some odd way, more intent because—her fondness for 

Stanley had possessed nothing like the depth and passion of Juliet’s love for 

Romeo. And when Juliet, in fading accents that managed to briefly silence even 

the crowd in the pit, proclaimed, “Oh, break my heart! Poor bankrupt, break at 
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once!” Lucy found a tear sliding down her cheek. She reached into her reticule for 

a handkerchief. (173-4) 

 

Byrd includes more lines of the play’s dialogue blended into the novel, since the heroine wants 

to pay attention to the production.  By depicting the heroine responding to the play, Byrd 

indicates the importance of Shakespeare’s work as more than a setting for romance. Furthermore, 

in desiring to watch the performance, Lucy distinguishes herself from the other woman present. 

Marion appears annoying and frivolous, interested only in gossip. Lucy reacts strongly to the 

play, demonstrating the depth of her emotions. Marion sees her distress and comments that Lucy 

should not get upset over a play. Marion then warns Lucy that if she gets too attached to the 

hero, she will only end up with a broken heart: “And we would not wish you to end up cold on 

the bier like poor Juliet, now would we?” (174). While Marion may be depicted as frivolous and 

uninterested in watching the play, her understanding of Romeo and Juliet as a tragedy is telling. 

Juliet serves as an example of the potential tragic consequences of love; however, the heroine 

focuses on emotions and the romantic elements, not the plot. The women then argue and Lucy 

leaves the box. When the hero finds her, he notices that she has been crying. She blames it on the 

play being “a sad one,” using Shakespeare’s tragedy as a cover for her emotion much like 

Enoch’s heroine above (177). Throughout this scene, Byrd appropriates Romeo and Juliet to 

accentuate the heroine’s romantic feelings.  

At times, excursions to the theater illuminate minor rewritings of Shakespearean plots in 

these novels which might otherwise go unnoticed. By depicting characters attending a particular 

Shakespearean play, authors can emphasize the relationship between the romance novel and that 

play. In Maya Rodale’s The Heir and the Spare, Emilia is courted by twins, Lord Phillip and his 

brother Devon, who has been attending society functions as Phillip. Early in the novel, Devon 

kisses her while masquerading as his brother (14). Emilia has no idea that the man she loves is 
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not who he says he is, and she is confused when he suddenly seems to behave differently. 

Unaware of his brother’s actions, Phillip also decides to court Emilia and invites her to the 

theater to see Twelfth Night: 

Phillip occupied the chair beside her, seeming slightly bored by what must 

have been routine to him. But he couldn’t dampen her excitement at being at the 

theater. Lady Palmerston removed a pair of gold quizzing glasses from her 

reticule and started scanning the other boxes, her silence punctuated by the 

occasional hmmph! The din of the crows fell silent as the velvet curtain parted for 

Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night, one of Emilia’s favorites that she had read many 

times, but had never seen performed. 

“If music be the food of love, play on…” 

As Phillip leaned back in his chair, arms crossed over his chest, Emilia 

leaned forward in her seat, taking in the brightly painted backdrops and costumes 

of the actors. She murmured the lines along with the actors. Every now and then 

she would look over to see if Phillip was enjoying this at least half as much as she 

was. 

The man had fallen asleep! 

She scowled at him, then turned her attention back to the stage. But she 

couldn’t focus on the play. Weren’t men in love always trying to be near the 

object of their desire? Stealing a kiss, a touch, even a secret glance? Perhaps she 

had been reading too many novels. 

He had done so once. But he clearly had no intention of doing so again. 

Promise me it won’t happen again, he had said. Oh, the thought burned still. But 

couldn’t he even show the smallest sign of affection? He could hold her hand, at 

least… It was dark, and they were seated quite close to one another, and her 

chaperone was in all likelihood more focused on what was transpiring in other 

boxes.  

Twice he had made his desire clear, and both times he had seemed like a 

different man. 

“The Lady bade take away the Fool. Therefore, I say again, take her 

away.” 

Perhaps she was the fool, to want to bond herself to him for life based on 

the memory of one kiss. (64-5) 

 

Despite its being one of her favorite plays, the heroine cannot focus on the performance. She is 

too focused on her concerns about her relationship to pay attention to the production. 

Shakespeare’s lines provide commentary on her feelings for Phillip. By interspersing lines from 

the play with the heroine’s thoughts, Rodale changes the quotations’ context to fit the novel. 

Emilia associates herself with Olivia in this scene, as both were the fool because of love.  
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This novel further rewrites Twelfth Night by depicting one twin pretending to be the other 

and the woman confused about who she is in love with. Phillip is not even entirely sure his 

brother is still alive at this point in the novel. He tells his father that Devon fell off his ship and 

drowned which connects the novel to the shipwreck scene that separated the twins at the 

beginning of Twelfth Night (75).  Readers know that Phillip is alive. Emilia does not make this 

connection while watching the production, but the choice of play seems particularly apt. As she 

continues to watch the play, Emilia considers her feelings for the hero. Dialogue from the play is 

interspersed with Emilia’s perspective while watching: 

 “How does he love me?” 

 “With adorations, fertile tears, with groans that thunder love, with sighs of 

fire.” 

 Oh, to be loved and love like that, Emilia thought. 

 “Yet I suppose him virtuous, know him to be noble, of great estate, of fresh 

and stainless youth; in voices well divulged and free, learned and valiant, and in 

dimension and the shape of nature of a gracious person. But I cannot love him.” 

 She didn’t wish to, but she could not help wondering why she fancied 

herself in love with Phillip. It wasn’t for his great estate or nobility. He apparently 

did not possess a stainless youth, according to her aunt, but that didn’t matter to 

her either. It was that one kiss. (66) 

 

Emilia wishes to be loved in the way Viola describes while pretending to be a man. By leaving 

out the speaker and context of these lies, Rodale emphasizes the language over its context. The 

readers know that Phillip is not the man that she fell in love with. Watching Shakespeare’s work 

leads a heroine to contemplate her own romance, even though she does not realize the true 

parallels between the play and her life. Other than being twins, the brothers bear little similarity 

to Viola and Sebastian, as Phillip is far from happy to see his twin come home alive and well. 

Moreover, Emilia finds out which twin is which well before the wedding. Whereas Olivia 

marries a different twin than the one with whom she fell in love, Emilia recognizes her love. She 

makes an active decision to marry him despite his apparent lower social status. Emilia therefore 
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has more real agency than Olivia. By incorporating a production of Twelfth Night into the novel, 

Rodale indicates her indebtedness to Shakespeare’s text, while also emphasizing her alterations. 

Moreover, the scene functions as an in joke for those familiar with the play, as it reflects Emilia 

confusion about her suitor. 

Victoria Malvey’s Wedding of the Year begins with a premise that mirrors The Taming of 

the Shrew, two sisters who must marry or neither of them will. But Malvey deviates from 

Shakespeare’s characterization. Elizabeth is the shy older sister and Catherine is the younger. 

Rather than being shrewish, Elizabeth is sweet and smart, but socially inept. Her younger sister 

Catherine is more intrepid and is determined to see her sister wed. They meet a pair of brothers 

and after some confusion, Elizabeth finds herself drawn to the younger brother, Richard. Malvey 

does not include any scenes of taming in the novel, but Richard teasingly calls Elizabeth 

“shrewish” during a flirtatious encounter, and she laughs it off, saying, “Shrewish, is it? From 

you, Lord Vernon, I shall consider that a compliment” (76). In this moment, Malvey changes 

what it means to be shrewish, aligning it instead with being a strong woman. Elizabeth’s later 

comments at the theater reaffirm this interpretation. 

When Elizabeth and Catherine attend a production of The Taming of the Shrew with their 

father, they find their two suitors already there. Elizabeth loves the play and focuses completely 

on the action onstage (108). At the end of the play, Richard and Elizabeth shift quickly from 

discussing the production to a passionate embrace while still in their box at the theater. In this 

instance, they completely disagree about their interpretations of the play, but that does not stop 

their tryst: 

 “Poor Petruchio,” Richard commented as the last scene unfolded before 

them. “To be stuck with that shrew for the rest of his life.” 
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 “Poor Petruchio nothing,” countered Elizabeth. “He should praise Kate 

every day for being such a strong woman, to make him realize that she’s his 

partner, his mate, rather than his handmaiden.” (118) 

 

The hero has no response for this, but once the curtain rises, they end up kissing and the play is 

forgotten. In this discussion, the author presents an interpretation of the play that focuses on 

female agency, ignoring the more troubling moments. Elizabeth’s opinions about the play are in-

line with the representation of women in romance novels today, as many heroines are strong, 

smart women who speak their mind or at least want to be. Allowing her to have the final word 

here suggests that her understanding is the proper interpretation of the play as well. Neither of 

the women in this novel will be tamed, and any man who continues to desire that at the end of 

the novel could never be a romance novel hero. The hero must ultimately appreciate the heroine 

for who she is. In the end, it is the men who change their opinions and both brothers confess their 

love for the sisters before obtaining their happy ending.  

 An even more obvious parallel between the plot of a novel and the Shakespearean play 

characters attend occurs in Elizabeth Hoyt’s The Serpent Prince. Viscount Simon Iddesleigh has 

been dueling with the men responsible for his brother’s death. His plans to kill each of them until 

he completes his revenge. He and his young protégé, Christian, attend a production of Hamlet, 

along with the heroine. During the production, Christian asks Simon why he keeps killing these 

men: 

 Simon arched an eyebrow. “Why do you think?” 

 The younger man shook his head. “At first I thought it was honor of some 

kind, that they had insulted a lady close to you.” His gaze skittered to Rosalind 

and away. “I’d heard rumors…Well, they were repeated everywhere a couple of 

years ago, before your brother died.” 

 Simon waited. 

 “And then I thought perhaps you wanted a reputation. The glory of having 

dueled and killed.” 

 Simon repressed a snort. Glory. God, what a thought. 
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 “But after James”—Christian looked at him, puzzled— “You fought with 

such ferocity, such viciousness. It had to be personal. What did the man do to 

you?” 

 “He killed my brother.” 

 Christian’s jaw dropped open. “Ethan?” 

 “Hush.” Simon glanced at Rosalind. Although she was obviously less 

interested in the play than Lucy, her eyes were still on the stage. He turned back 

to Christian. “Yes.” 

 “How…?” 

 “I’m not going to discuss this here.” He frowned impatiently. Why should 

he bother explaining himself at all? 

 “But you’re looking for another one.” 

 Simon rested his chin in his open hand, half covering his mouth. “How do 

you know?” 

 Christian shifted impatiently in his velvet and gilt chair. 

 Simon glanced at the stage. Hamlet was creeping up on his kneeling uncle. 

The Danish prince raised his sword, babbled verse, and then sheathed it again, 

another opportunity for vengeance lost. Simon sighed. He’d always found this 

particular play tedious. Why didn’t the prince just kill his uncle and have done? 

(233-4) 

 

Simon does not make the connection between his own actions and Hamlet’s, though the 

prolonged intertwining of their acts of revenge demonstrates the author’s desire for readers to 

compare them. Simon’s disdain for Hamlet’s inaction emphasizes his own desire to complete his 

revenge. Hoyt intersperses moments from the play throughout their exchange: 

 On stage, Hamlet drove his sword through Polonius. The actress playing 

Gertrude cried shrilly, “O, what a rash and bloody deed is this!” In the next box 

someone shrieked with laughter. 

 “Are you my true friend, Christian Fletcher?” Simon whispered. “Do you 

guard my back with a loyal eagle eye?: 

 Christian looked down and then up again, his mouth grim. “Yes. I am your 

friend.” 

 “Will you second me when I do find him?” 

 “Yes. You know I will.” 

 “I’m grateful.” 

 “But how can you keep doing it?” The younger man’s eyes were intent. 

He leaned forward, drawing Lucy’s gaze again. “How can you keep killing men?” 

 “It doesn’t matter how I’m able.” Simon looked away. James’ open eyes, 

staring into nothing. “The only thing that matters is that it’s done. That my 

brother is avenged. Do you understand?” (234-5) 
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Simon’s focus on revenge mirrors Hamlet’s in this scene, striking out without thinking about 

who else might be hurt. But while Hamlet thinks he knows who killed his father, Simon struggles 

to locate the last of the men he blames for his brother’s death. Simon also imagines that he can 

simply continue with his life once he obtains his revenge. Oddly, he makes no connection 

between the plot of the play they watch and his own desires. Simon then considers his efforts to 

find one of the men, Walker: 

 On stage, an overlarge Ophelia sang her despair at the desertion of her 

lover. God, he hated this play. He shifted in his chair. If he could just get it over 

with. Duel Walker, kill him, put the man in his grave, and let his brother rest at 

last. Maybe then he could look Lucy in the eye without seeing accusation—

imaginary or real. Maybe then he could sleep without fear that he’d wake to the 

destruction of all his hopes. Because he couldn’t sleep now. He knew he woke 

Lucy at night with his movements, but there seemed no help for it. His dreams, 

both waking and sleeping, were filled with images of Lucy. Lucy in danger, or 

injured or—God!—dead. Lucy finding out his secrets and turning from him in 

disgust. Lucy leaving him. And when he had respite from those nightmares, there 

were the older ones to haunt him. Ethan imploring. Ethan needing. Ethan dying. 

He fingered the place where the Iddesleigh signet ring should have lain. He’d lost 

it. Another failure. 

 The crowd erupted in shouts. Simon looked up and was just in time to see 

the final bloodbath that ended the play. Laertes’s sword work was particularly 

egregious. Then the audience applauded—and jeered. (236) 

 

The juxtaposition of Ophelia onstage with Lucy in Simon’s thoughts emphasizes how his actions 

can impact her. Hoyt’s description of the audience’s reaction to the play undercuts any reverence 

for Shakespeare’s text, as the audience laughs and ridicules these tragic moments. These 

reactions make the physical violence onstage even more grotesque and illuminate the 

problematic elements of Simon’s quest for revenge. What Simon hates most is inaction, so 

Hamlet’s struggle with when to act makes him uncomfortable. It reminds him that his brother’s 

death has yet to be avenged. Hoyt foreshadows the outcome of Simon’s life if he continues his 

present course of pursuing revenge by emphasizing the death at the end of the play. The heroine 

greatly enjoyed the production, so Simon offers to take her to more of them. Then the group 
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discusses the play and it is clear that the women would not approve of Simon’s attempts at 

gaining revenge: 

 “I never know what to make of Hamlet,” Christian said behind them. 

 Lucy glanced away. “I adore Shakespeare. But Hamlet…” She shivered. 

“It’s so dark at the end. And I never think he fully realized the hurt he’s done poor 

Ophelia.” 

 “That business when he jumps into the grave with Laertes.” Rosalind 

shook her head. “I think he felt the most pity for himself.” 

 “Perhaps men never do comprehend the wrongs they’ve done to the 

women in their lives,” Simon murmured. (237) 

 

Hoyt clearly intends for her readers to notice the parallel between Simon and Hamlet. Her 

heroine helps the Simon avoid disaster. Unlike Ophelia, she takes a more active role in her life. 

First, she leaves Simon when he insists on dueling (313). Then she races back and tells him she 

loves him when she realizes he has given up hope (358). Her agency directly brings about their 

“happily ever after.” Simon is able to release his grief and focus on the future. Hamlet then 

serves as a warning to the reader, if not to Simon, of the potentially tragic outcome of the plot.  

 While attending a professional production is more common, characters also at times stage 

Shakespearean plays at home. These productions occur most often at house parties or at large 

estates that conveniently include a theater. These productions often serve to bring the hero and 

heroine together as they rehearse. Furthermore, performing in a play allows the characters to 

alter the plot to match their romantic expectations, whereas if they just watch it they can only 

really reshape their own perceptions of the text/performance. When the texts are shortened, the 

tone may shift greatly.  

In Stephanie Laurens’s Mastered By Love, the household decides to perform a different 

Shakespearean play each night. They decide to start with Romeo and Juliet. When performed at 

home, the plays are often highly abridged to suit the audience. In Laurens’s novel, the hero uses 

the intimate nature of the production to further his courtship of the heroine: 
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 The play began. In such situations, it was accepted practice for the 

audience to call comments, suggestions, and directions to the players--who might 

or might not respond. Whatever the true tone of the play, the result was always a 

comedy, something the abbreviated scripts were designed to overplay the parts of 

the top of their bent. 

 While most in the audience called their comments loud enough for all to 

hear, Royce made his to her alone. His observations, especially on Mercutio, 

played to the hilt and beyond by his cousin Rohan, were so dry, so acerbic and 

cuttingly witty, that he reduced her to helpless giggles in short order--something 

he observed with transparently genuine approval, and what looked very like self-

congratulation. 

 When Susannah appeared as Juliet, waltzing through her family’s ball, she 

returned the favor, making him smile, eventually surprising a laugh from him; she 

discovered she felt chuffed about that, too. 

 The balcony scene had them trying to outdo each other, just as Susannah 

and Phillip vied for the histrionic honors on stage.  

 When the curtain finally swished closed and the audience thundered their 

applause for a job well done, Royce discovered he had, entirely unexpectedly 

enjoyed himself. (195-6) 

 

This performance rewrites Romeo and Juliet as a comedy, emphasizing opportunities for 

overacting within the play. The hero and heroine continue their courtship both on and offstage as 

these productions have a more congenial and intimate tone than those on the London stage. In 

the next production, the hero and heroine play opposite one another. This time the action of the 

play serves as part of their courtship:  

 They’d chosen Midsummer Night’s Dream for their play last night--and 

Minerva had suggested he play Oberon, a chant promptly taken up by the rest of 

the company in full voice. The twist of fate that had seen her caught by the same 

company’s brilliant notion that she play Titania, queen to his king, had been, in 

his opinion, nothing more, than her due. 

 Given their natures, given the situation, even though their exchanges on 

stage had been oblique, the palpable tension between them had puzzled a number 

of their audience. (204) 

 

Royce is determined that she will become his lover and his wife. At this point, the heroine, much 

like Titania, spurns the hero’s advances. The couple verbally spar throughout the novel. In 

performing the roles of the fairy couple, they mirror both the current state of their relationship 

and its inevitable conclusion.  
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 Most of the plot of A Most Lamentable Comedy by Janet Mullany revolves around a 

production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream at a house party. The heroine plays Hermia and the 

hero Lysander. During the rehearsals, they spend a lot of time together and fall in love despite 

themselves. The heroine realizes how the production brought them together while she waits for 

the curtain for the performance: 

To think that when I first arrived, the play was but a distraction, a 

triviality! Now, at this moment, before the velvet curtain draws back, it is the 

most important thing in the world; more important, almost, than Congrevance, 

who stands beside me and gives my hand a brief squeeze. He is part of this new 

world I have discovered, thanks to Otterwell and his play – a world where 

friendship and affection, and even love, are possible.  

… 

 And I – I am no longer myself. We are all transformed, other creatures, let 

loose in an inhospitable wood, the playthings of supernatural creatures, until order 

is restored and all is made well.  

 It’s like a dream, a dance – knowing what to say and where to move, and I 

am assured that the man I am in love with, after misadventures and sadness, has 

my heart and I his. (178-9) 

 

She does not yet know that more turmoil will occur before her “happily ever after,” but she 

makes a clear connection between the happy ending for the lovers in the play and for herself and 

the hero. Her lines conflate the transformation of Bottom into an ass with the young lovers 

confused by fairy potions. Through performing the play, the actors themselves have undergone 

similar transformations to the roles they perform. A Midsummer Night’s Dream serves as both an 

opportunity for the characters to interact and as means to understand their character 

development. Once the play is done, the characters will leave the world the house party and 

return to their everyday lives, just as Shakespeare’s characters leave the woods.  

 In Elizabeth Boyle’s Tempted By the Night, the heroine’s mother explicitly states this use 

for Shakespeare’s plays: “I think a minor production of scenes from The Tempest would be the 

perfect setting for a courtship” (102). The heroine, Hermione, has loved the hero, Lord 
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Rockhurst, for years. Her mother intends throw them together as much as possible in hopes of 

encouraging a match. So she chooses the Shakespearean play that she thinks suits the hero and 

has a unique idea for her daughter’s role in the production: 

 “The Tempest is the perfect play,” Lady Walbrook continued, completely 

oblivious to her daughter’s horror and her other offspring’s utter delight. 

“Rockhurst is Prospero, don’t you think? An anguished soul if I ever saw one.” 

 “Add tortured, once you get done with him,” Viola muttered. 

 … 

 Hermione was almost afraid to ask. “And you want me to play Miranda?” 

 “Heavens no, dear child. You would have utterly no scenes with 

Rockhurst. I want you to play Caliban.” 

 She shook her head, for she was certain she hadn’t heard her mother 

correctly. “You want me to play the monster?” 

 “Why, of course, my dear. For the earl will be sure to see your beauty 

shine through even the most hideous of characters.” (103) 

 

Having her daughter play the monster that Prospero enslaves when he comes to the island is 

rather unexpected, especially considering the interactions between the two characters within 

Shakespeare’s work. Prospero taught Caliban to speak and they all lived together peacefully until 

Caliban attempted to rape Prospero’s daughter, Miranda. Most of the time, Caliban curses 

Prospero and tries to overthrow him. The heroine’s mother has no reason to believe her scheme 

did not work, since the hero and heroine fall in love throughout the course of the novel and their 

rehearsals. They end the story by giving their own reinterpretation of the play: 

 This was good enough for Rockhurst, for he was once again kissing his 

bride-to-be, and whispering his proposal as well as his promise for a wedding 

night she would never forget. 

 “Lord Rockhurst, what is the meaning of this?” Lady Walbrook said. 

“You happen to be kissing Caliban! Nowhere in Shakespeare did Prospero kiss 

his monster.” 

 “This is my version,” Rockhurst told her. “And I think you will find the 

ending quite diverting.” 

 Hermione had to imagine even Mr. Shakespeare would approve of such a 

change. (352) 
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Rarely do the at-home theatricals adhere to Shakespeare’s text and often Shakespeare’s plays are 

merely a pretext for lovers to court one another. This alteration requires ignoring the plot of The 

Tempest and the roles the hero and heroine perform. Hermione’s assertion that Shakespeare 

would approve aligns with the frequent rewriting of the plays to suit the romance novel context.   

 Productions of Shakespeare’s works provide a convenient locale for courtship while also 

potentially enriching the romance novel. By comparing their relationships to those in the plays, 

the characters often draw attention to similarities between the works. These comparisons can 

enhance the character development and accentuate particular aspects of romance novel plots. 

When dialogue appears, it is generally used out of context—appropriated to fit the needs of the 

novel. Shakespeare’s lines again become axiomatic, used primarily to illustrate a character’s 

emotions in that moment. Shakespearean theatrical productions therefore become a tool to 

further the plot even as the authors rewrite Shakespeare’s plays. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

“THE STORY SHALL BE CHANGED”: REWRITING SHAKESPEARE’S PLAYS  

 

 In this chapter, I analyze how modern romance authors rewrite Shakespeare’s plays in 

ways that make them suit the popular romance genre. When romance authors rewrite 

Shakespeare’s works, they often refocus on the heroine and give her more agency. Romance 

titles frequently allude to Shakespeare’s Taming of the Shrew, a trend I will discuss more fully in 

chapter five. Most of these novels have little to do with Shakespeare’s text, but four recent 

novels attempt to rewrite elements of the taming plot for a modern audience: Johanna Lindsey’s 

The Devil Who Tamed Her, Christy English’s How to Tame a Willful Wife, and Eloisa James’s 

Kiss Me, Annabel and The Taming of the Duke. Lindsey’s novel adapts the taming plot to make it 

more acceptable to romance readers without changing the gender dynamic in which an 

aggressive man attempts to change the behavior of a woman who fails to conform to societal 

expectations for her sex. English includes a commentary on Shakespeare’s work within her 

adaptation. James depicts a failed taming attempt in Kiss Me, Annabel and inverts the gender 

roles in The Taming of the Duke. Two recent novels rewrite The Tempest by focusing on 

Miranda. In this manner, the authors redirect the focus to a female character, which resonates 

more closely with the readership of the genre than the general audience of Shakespeare’s plays. 

Miranda is an orphan at the beginning of both novels, allowing for a tighter focus on her. 

Prospero’s Daughter only slightly resembles Shakespeare’s text, portraying an isolated woman 

named Miranda. In The Horsemaster’s Daughter, Susan Wiggs reworks The Tempest and 

follows the heroine’s story once she leaves the island. Juliana Gray takes on a less popular 



 

44 

 

Shakespeare play when she rewrites Love’s Labor’s Lost in her novels: A Lady Never Lies, A 

Gentleman Never Tells, and A Duke Never Yields.  

 The majority of books borrowing from The Taming of the Shrew for titles lack a true 

taming plot. For example, Malvey’s reworking, discussed in chapter one, deals with the 

requirement for both girls to marry and leaves off the taming plot. All four of the adaptations of 

The Taming of the Shrew discussed in this chapter focus on the taming plot. In Shakespeare’s 

text, Katherine is reviled by the male characters for her sharp tongue and unwillingness to 

behave as they wish she would. The men therefore describe her as a horrible future wife. 

Petruccio decides to marry her for wealth and informs them that he will tame her. His taming 

techniques include arriving late for the wedding, wearing terrible clothing, forcing her to agree 

with everything he says, starving her, and depriving her of sleep: 

She ate no meat today, nor none shall eat. 

Last night she slept not, nor tonight she shall not. 

As with the meat, some undeserved fault 

I’ll find about the making of the bed, 

And here I’ll fling the pillow, there the bolster, 

This way the coverlet, another way the sheets, 

Ay, and amid this hurly I intend 

That all is done in reverent care of her, 

And in conclusion she shall watch all night, 

And if she change to nod I’ll rail and brawl 

And with the clamour keep her still awake. 

This is a way to kill a wife with kindness, 

And this I’ll curb her mad and headstrong humour. (4.2.178-90) 

 

While Petruccio does not beat Katherine, he tames her by breaking down her will and forcing her 

to behave as he desires. He frames these actions as in her best interest, making it more difficult 

for her to complain about them. If someone treated a romance novel heroine this way, he would 

be the villain, not the hero. Therefore, romance novelists must alter the taming strategy if they 



 

45 

 

wish the hero to do the taming. At the end of the play, Katherine demonstrates her reformation 

by coming when Petruccio calls her and berating the other women for not doing so: 

Thy husband is thy lord, thy life, thy keeper, 

Thy head, thy sovereign, one that cares for thee, 

And for thy maintenance commits his body 

To painful labour both by sea and land, 

To watch the night in storms, the day in cold, 

Whilst thou liest warm at home, secure and safe, 

And craves no other tribute at thy hands 

But love, fair looks, and true obedience, 

Too little payment for so great a debt.  

Such duty as the subject owes the prince, 

Even such a woman oweth to her husband. (5.2.150-60) 

 

Her speech articulates all the ways women are inferior to men and how they should obey them 

absolutely. Petruccio and Katherine’s relationship does not align with today’s views of courtship 

and marriage. When romance authors adapt the play, they therefore must rewrite the plot to suit 

the generic requirements of a romance novel. By focusing on the taming, these novels take the 

most controversial aspect of the play and attempt to make it more palatable to a modern 

audience. They tend to mitigate the violence and make both characters more sympathetic. 

Through the third-person limited or omniscient perspective, authors demonstrate that the hero 

does not wish to mistreat or hurt the heroine, whereas Petruccio’s intentions are debatable in the 

original play. Moreover, the authors frequently give the heroine more agency in her life and 

marriage than Shakespeare gave Katherine. These novels potentially redefine what it means for a 

woman to be a shrew, as this term is uncommon today and, in the world of romances, comes to 

mean almost any strong-willed woman. 

 In The Devil Who Tamed Her, Johanna Lindsey rewrites The Taming of the Shrew to 

make the play’s plot more acceptable to modern romance readers.  Lindsey does not identify her 

novel as an adaptation of Shakespeare’s work. The only direct allusion to the play appears in a 
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Romantic Times review quoted in the front matter: “In this take on The Taming of the Shrew, 

Lindsey turns her talent to a less heated but more poignant love story, delving into character 

motivation and creating intelligent, sympathetic people.” This passage is the last quotation on the 

first page, appearing below other reviews and with no special emphasis. So Lindsey and her 

publishers do not seem to highlight the source material in the more typical ways, such as with an 

opening quotation. However, Lindsey does provide more subtle clues to her readers. The title 

could be an allusion to a line in act one, scene one of The Taming of the Shrew where Gremio 

suggests that they must find a devil rather than a husband for Katherine: “I say a devil. Think’st 

thou, Horensio, though her father be very rich, any man is so very a fool to be married to hell” 

(lns 121-3). Gremio calls Petruccio a devil when describing his wedding to Tranio: “Why, he’s a 

devil, a devil, a very fiend” (3.3.28). The term devil does not occur within the novel itself, 

suggesting the title was chosen particularly to make this allusion.  

 Additionally, by selecting another Shakespearean name for her heroine, Lindsey 

accentuates her usage of Shakespearean source material. While the connection is not made 

explicit, the heroine’s name, Ophelia, likely comes from Hamlet. Lindsey’s heroine, however, 

bears little resemblance to the woman going mad from loss of love and her father. Instead, she is 

a quick-tempered, beautiful woman. It is unclear why Lindsey associates her heroine with 

Shakespeare’s Ophelia. The naming might be a way to soften the heroine’s negative traits by 

associating her with someone readers might already feel sympathy for. Throughout the novel 

characters repeatedly refer to Ophelia as shrewish, even when other words would be more 

natural. For example, the hero’s best friend, who was also Ophelia’s ex-fiancé, says, “I’ve been 

saved from a fate worse than death—having to marry that shrew!” to the hero, Raphael (16). 

Raphael’s father also describes her as “a bit of a shrew” (299).  



 

47 

 

 In The Devil Who Tamed Her, the hero, Raphael, meets Ophelia when he attempts to stop 

her from marrying his best friend. The couple immediately hate each other. Ophelia’s apparent 

haughtiness alienates her from those around her, and Raphael decides that he can save her from a 

life of misery by taming her to be another man’s wife. He bets his best friend that he can “fix” 

her. To do so, he kidnaps her, taking her to his country house rather than home to London. He 

plans to make her realize her flaws, but his taming quickly shifts to sexual intercourse. Once he 

returns her to the city, they are forced to marry after society learns they were alone together. He 

immediately abandons her at her parents’ home after the wedding, only reconciling with her after 

she is gravely wounded.  

 Raphael’s wager originates in Shakespeare’s play, as at the end of the play Petruccio 

wagers that his wife is the most obedient of those present: 

BAPTISTA. I think thou has the veriest shrew of all. 

PETRUCCIO. Well, I say no.—And therefore, Sir Assurance, 

 Let’s each one send unto his wife, 

 And he whose wife is most obedient 

 To come at first when he doth send for her 

 Shall will the wager which we propose. 

HORTENSIO. Content. What’s the wager? 

LUCENTIO. Twenty crowns. 

PETRUCCIO. Twenty crowns! 

 I’ll venture so much of my hawk or hound, 

 But twenty times so much upon my wife. 

LUCENTIO. A hundred, then. 

HORTENSIO. Content. 

PETRUCCIO. A match, ’tis done. (5.2.65-78)  

 

Petruccio insists that the wager be raised, only content with a prize of 100 crowns. The wager 

demonstrates Petruccio’s ability to tame his wife. The wager plays out similarly in Lindsey’s 

text, with Raphael’s friend Duncan challenging him and then raising the initial wager to satisfy 

Raphael: 

“That shrewish beauty will ne’er change her ways. I’d be staking my life on it.” 
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 “I wouldn’t want your life in the pot, but I’m always game for a friendly 

bet. Fifty pounds says you’re wrong. Anyone is capable of changing, even her.” 

 Duncan chuckled. “Make it a hundred pounds. I love a sure bet.” (15) 

 

The choice of 100 pounds directly echoes Shakespeare’s text. Also, Raphael believes he can 

tame Ophelia, just as Petruccio was certain that Katherine had been tamed. One key difference 

between Petruccio and Raphael is their motives. Whereas Petruccio actively seeks a rich wife at 

the beginning of Shakespeare’s play, Raphael “wasn’t looking for a wife and wouldn’t be doing 

so for a good number of years yet” (11). Rather than attempt to make Ophelia his ideal bride, 

Raphael is interested in the challenge of the situation. Moreover, he believes he has altruistic 

goals. After he has “tamed” her, he reminds himself of his plan: “She had to find a husband. The 

whole point of his experiment in taming her was for her to live happily ever after—with someone 

else. It was a moot point that the thought of her doing so was starting to irritate him” (259). His 

desire for Ophelia to be happy makes Raphael seem kinder and certainly less mercenary than 

Petruccio, as his reasons appear mostly altruistic. Yet Raphael still forces his assistance on 

Ophelia without consulting her wishes. He does not really consider her as a person able to make 

her own decisions about her actions. Instead, he behaves as if he views her like a child needing to 

be taught proper behavior. Lindsey does try to further temper Raphael’s decision to “tame” 

Ophelia by including his thoughts about how the taming will ultimately help her: 

There were benefits other than just winning the bet with Duncan, if he succeeded 

in his plan. Performing a miracle and turning Ophelia Reid into a likable woman 

would be doing everyone who knew her a favor. He rather liked that notion. 

Playing the hero as it were…For good or bad, he was going to make his best 

effort to help Ophelia see the error of her ways and change for the better, and then 

even she could make a good match and find happiness eventually. Quite the 

challenge, but then Raphael loved a good challenge. And if he succeeded, 

everyone would be happy, even her. (29-30) 
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Of course, no one consults Ophelia about this decision. Instead, Raphael simply kidnaps her and 

takes her to his secluded manor house in the dead of winter. Ophelia has no more choice about 

being tamed than Katherine does.   

 Once he isolates her, Raphael begins his taming of Ophelia. He uses her bad behavior as 

an excuse for his own, telling his aunt, “The chit is the veriest shrew, rude, mean-spirited by all 

accounts” (39). But Ophelia is never mean to his aunt, belying the idea of her innate 

shrewishness.  Moreover, Raphael frequently finds himself questioning just how bad she is. But 

this never stops him from his course of action until he believes she is fully “tamed.” Whereas the 

taming occurs after marriage in Shakespeare’s text, when Petruccio had every right to tell his 

wife what to do by law, Raphael undertakes his taming without legal authority. If anything, he 

could be charged with kidnapping, though this is never addressed. Instead, he writes to Ophelia’s 

father and obtains his approval for them to spend time together. In his letter, Raphael pretends to 

court Ophelia, which he had no intention of doing. Raphael also lies to her father about where he 

is taking her, saying they will visit his family home, a detail that leads to Ophelia’s being 

compromised and their eventual marriage. While he brings his aunt along to avoid compromising 

Ophelia, his actions put her reputation and possibilities for a future husband at risk. In this way 

Raphael is no better than Petruccio, although his taming methods fit better within a romance 

novel. He causes her no real discomfort and their interactions quickly become sexual in nature. 

Both characters focus on their own desires and project them onto their mates.  

 By today’s standards, Petruccio’s actions while taming Katherine are unacceptable. 

Rather than starve Ophelia and force her to stay awake, Raphael refuses to let her return home 

until she learns the error of her ways. He even goes after her and brings her back when she tries 

to escape in his sister’s carriage. It also snows repeatedly, making it clear that Ophelia could not 
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simply walk to the nearest village. She ends up with as little choice as Katherine had in 

Shakespeare’s text. Trapped, she eventually succumbs to his will and participates in his 

“lessons.” Raphael initially attempts to tame her by “examining [her] motives” (98). His 

description of his plan sounds a lot like therapy or an intervention today: “‘I have a list of your 

transgressions, Phelia. I’m not going to lay them all on the table at once or we’d be here all night, 

but we’re going to pick them apart, one by one. Tonight let’s begin with one of the main charges 

against you, as I and most others see it, your propensity for spreading harmful rumors’” (99). He 

plans to make her face and discuss all of the character flaws he identifies that keep her from 

being happy. Each time he mentions one, it leads to a discussion of that part of her life and she 

reveals more about her history and emotions. He initially accuses her of starting rumors, 

including one that his best friend was a barbarian. Her response demonstrates some of her 

reasoning: 

“Very well, so it’s just a myth. Obviously Highlanders can be quite civilized. I’ll 

admit that if I weren’t so desperate I could barely think what to do, I never would 

have done that.” 

 “How were you desperate?” 

 She mumbled something so low he didn’t catch it and had to ask, “What?” 

 “I said I was afraid he really was going to be a barbarian. I’m not the only 

one who believed that myth about Highlanders, you know.” (100) 

 

Her honesty and openness shock Raphael and reveal that he might have misjudged her. While 

she defends some of her actions, Ophelia readily admits her flaws, such as her temper and lack of 

patience. She finally agrees to his plan because she realizes it is the only way she will get home, 

but she does not stop speaking her mind regardless of what Raphael does. This modification to 

the original plot attempts to make the content more palatable to the modern reader; it makes 

Ophelia appear to have agency and assertiveness, although she still lacks any real power. 

Whereas Katherine is tamed relatively completely, Ophelia only changes a little. What shifts in 
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the novel is the hero’s understanding of her actions and her willingness to trust those around her. 

Essentially, the readers and Raphael learn that Ophelia is not quite as shrewish as she seemed in 

the beginning. Lindsey makes Ophelia a sympathetic character throughout the novel by 

consistently describing her thoughts and her frustration with those around her. She knows that 

the men she meets focus on her looks and social standing without caring about her true self. She 

distrusts everyone other than her maid and strikes out to avoid being hurt by others. Raphael’s 

first taming strategy reveals Ophelia’s interiority in ways that Shakespeare’s play could not 

because Lindsey can easily reveal Ophelia’s thoughts within the novel.  

 Raphael’s other taming technique was not in his initial plan and proves more problematic 

than his first. After the two are intimate, he suggests a physical outlet would help Ophelia control 

her emotions: 

 She didn’t sound the least bit huffy or otherwise indignant over that 

reminder; in fact she’d been agreeably mellow ever since she had expended some 

of her passion. Not only that, having her hair loose and flowing about her seemed 

to make her softer, more accessible. It wasn’t his imagination. Or maybe that too 

was because of the passion she’d released. Actually… 

 “I believe I have figured out why you have so little control of your temper. 

You have a great deal of passion in you, which can be a wonderful thing, but 

you’ve had no outlet for it, except for your temper.” (166-7) 

 

The outlet he suggests is sexual intercourse. Lindsey therefore presents sex as a cure for shrewish 

behavior; Ophelia can be a good wife as long as she releases her passions. This treatment seems 

suitable to the romance novel context where sexual encounters with the heroine frequently tame 

the hero from his wicked ways.  Yet this solution negates Ophelia’s ability to control her own 

emotions. The implication is that a shrewish woman requires sexual release to “cure” her. Based 

on their encounter, Ophelia is convinced that intercourse could help her: “Having found a new 

outlet, as it were, she felt remarkably tranquil and at peace. Every one of her vitriolic emotions 

was quite dormant. She felt that nothing could disturb her this evening. Even her worst emotion 
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was notably missing, the bitterness that had been her constant companion since she was a child” 

(175). Ophelia desires the peace she felt afterwards rather than the sexual act itself. She later 

approaches Raphael for another encounter. He tries to dissuade her, suggesting he was just 

joking before, but she insists: “‘So I am going to test this, Rafe, with you or with someone else. 

If you were right, then I have hope now of getting rid of at least half of my flaws for good. That 

isn’t something I’m going to pass up’” (188). Ophelia’s decision to continue this course of 

treatment indicates more agency than Katherine had. But Ophelia never decides that she can 

bring herself to this state and instead seems to feel she requires a man to give her sexual release 

in order to obtain peace. Moreover, it is Raphael that then suggests she can likely control her 

temper even without engaging in sexual intercourse (202). She reasserts her agency by stating 

that she will not marry him, but later she gives in to his decision that they should wed with little 

argument. Even though Ophelia has more agency than Katherine, it is always tempered by 

Raphael, keeping her from being truly independent.  

 One significant change from Shakespeare’s play is that Lindsey makes Ophelia more 

sympathetic than her Shakespearean counterpart through her thoughts and her more candid 

conversations, particularly with her maid. In The Taming of the Shrew, the other characters 

consistently malign Katherine. She often responds with violence and harsh words. She strikes 

both her sister and Petruccio and insults most of the male characters (2.1.1-25, 2.1.215, 1.1). 

Although Shakespeare demonstrates Katherine’s wit, he does not present much of her interiority, 

making it difficult to view her initial behavior sympathetically. When Ophelia complains to her 

maid that Raphael called her a shrew, the two women discuss some of the reasons behind her 

actions: 

 “You know you can be shrewish at times.” 
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 “With reason! I am so sick of all the insincerity, and it grew much worse 

with the opening of the Season. There’s been so much of it that I just can’t trust 

anyone anymore—well, aside from you and my mother. Besides, you know that at 

least half the things I say and do are deliberate. I just can’t control this bitterness 

sometimes.” (83) 

 

Despite having the mother that Katherine lacks, Ophelia is essentially isolated because of her 

beauty. She learned at an early age that people would pretend to like her because of her 

appearance and her father’s social position, so she puts up walls between herself and others. In 

giving these details, Lindsey humanizes Ophelia and makes her a more appropriate romance 

novel heroine. Readers would not want to see an unrepentant shrew fall in love and live happily 

ever after. An unredeemed shrewish woman in a romance novel would more likely be a 

villainess than a heroine. In “The Androgynous Reader,” Laura Kinsale explains the importance 

of a likable heroine, “The reader is represented by and in competition with the heroine at the 

same time; therefore she has stiff requirements for this character, who must be presented as 

intelligent without being intimidating, independent without being offensive, attractive without 

being smug” (32-3). So Lindsey includes a backstory that explains why Ophelia behaves as she 

does and makes her actions appear reasonable. Whereas Katherine’s father, Baptista, is primarily 

concerned with getting both of his daughters married off, Ophelia’s father is desperate for her to 

marry a title. So, even though Lindsey removes the second daughter and the requirement that 

both daughters wed, Ophelia still faces significant parental pressure to find the right sort of 

husband. And while she claims she will not give her father the satisfaction of marrying a man he 

would approve of, she ultimately does when she marries Raphael, again potentially undercutting 

her agency. 

 Lindsey includes some other minor connections between the two works. Whereas 

Petruccio keeps Katherine waiting for the wedding, Raphael abandons Ophelia at her parents’ 
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home after their wedding only to wait for her when he comes back the next day. Ophelia realizes 

that Raphael can behave as he wishes and she is constrained by their marriage. He can leave her 

at her parents’ home forever if he wishes. The only thing she can really do is make him wait for 

her to join him. This scene flips the action by making the male wait, but Ophelia can only keep 

Raphael waiting when he deigns to appear in the first place. The couple verbally spar throughout 

the novel, much like their Shakespearean counterparts. Petruccio and Katherine begin their 

relationship with a witty exchange: 

KATHERINE.  Let him that moved you hither  

 Re-move you hence. I knew you at the first 

 You were a moveable. 

PETRUCCIO.   Why, what’s a moveable? 

KATHERINE. A joint-stool. 

PETRUCCIO.   Thou hast hit it. Come, sit on me. 

KATHERINE. Asses are made to bear, and so are you. 

PETRUCCIO. Women are made to bear, and so are you. (2.1.193-8) 

 

While the audience can appreciate their wordplay, Petruccio ensures that Katherine will no 

longer speak to him this way by the end of the play. In the novel, however, the hero enjoys their 

repartee: 

 She guessed what he was thinking, accurately. “Oh come now, you don’t 

expect me to be cordial to you, do you? I haven’t even begun to insult you. Give 

me time, I’m working up to it.” 

 He had to bite back a laugh. Good Lord, he hadn’t counted on her being 

witty. (77) 

 

He continually seeks out her company even when not “taming” her and seems to take pleasure in 

her spirit. While Petruccio mainly seems pleased that he tamed his wife, Raphael eventually falls 

in love with Ophelia, despite himself.  

 Overall, Lindsey’s adaptation of Shakespeare’s work makes both the tamer and tamed 

more sympathetic and gives them a chance at a happily ever after, but not without adding new 

complications. Lindsey turns taming into something more suited to a romance novel by taking 
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out the more unpleasant aspects, but her taming is not entirely without problematic implications 

that a woman needs sexual intercourse to control her temper and make her a better person. Every 

time Lindsey gives Ophelia agency within the novel, she undercuts it with another action, forcing 

Ophelia to behave in certain ways whether she wants to or not. Ophelia is a more active 

participant in her transformation than Katherine, but she still ends up married and waiting on her 

husband. While marriage is part of the happy ending, at this point in the novel the hero does not 

love her and treats her rather terribly. The declaration and happy ending only occur after she 

faces potential tragedy. When she attempts to strike out on her own at the end of the novel, she is 

run over by horses and nearly killed (388). It is only then that Raphael accepts her and tells her 

he loves her (411-2). Through the time they spent together, Raphael is himself tamed somewhat 

by Ophelia. He learns to trust her and that his initial view of her was simplistic.  

 In How to Tame a Willful Wife, Christy English also rewrites The Taming of the Shrew to 

make the taming more palatable to a modern audience. She signals her connection to 

Shakespeare’s text with both the title and chapter break quotations. The heroine, Caroline, 

marries the hero, Anthony, to satisfy her parents. Throughout her childhood, Caroline engaged in 

fencing, archery, and horseback riding and was generally indulged by her family. Anthony 

expects a biddable wife who will obey him unconditionally and initially finds her behavior 

unacceptable. While Caroline attempts to maintain her independence, like Ophelia, she tends to 

be tamed by her physical response to the hero: 

Her first moment of irritation was absorbed by the warmth of his hand in hers. 

She focused on the steps of the quadrille and soon found she did not have to pay 

attention, as she always did with other young men or with her dancing master. 

Anthony moved with smooth, unconscious grace, and at his touch, she moved 

with him. (61) 
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Once the hero touches her, physical responses overwhelm Caroline, leading her to forget her 

anger. Anthony notices her transformation on their wedding night, realizing that his feisty wife 

became obedient:  

 Gone was the wild woman who had defied him at every turn since he had 

met her, the woman who had leaped over hedges on horseback to escape him. He 

had tamed her, and the taming was as sweet as he might have wished for.  

 In the relaxation of the moment, a niggling sense of disappointment filled 

his breast to mingle with his bliss. He thought of the woman he had seen besting 

all comers on the archery range, the woman who had thrown a knife at him not 

once, but twice. That woman was strong enough to bear fine sons. He hoped that 

strength still lived in her, though her wedding vows seemed to have made her as 

docile and warm in bed as he might have wished. (92-3) 

 

In this instance, the hero begins to doubt his wish to tame his wife. His desire to be obeyed 

conflicts with his appreciation of her strength and intelligence. At one point, Anthony brags 

about her bravery and skill with a knife even as he forbids her to practice these skills. Anthony’s 

conflicted emotions make him more sympathetic than Petruccio. His controlling nature stems 

from his concern for Caroline’s welfare, even if he does not express it well. Eventually, he 

decides that he wants Caroline to be herself after all. He gives her Spanish dueling swords at the 

end of the novel, finally permitting her to fence as she wished: 

 “Have I tamed you then?” she asked, her voice rough with emotion she 

tried to disguise. She failed. Anthony drew her close.  

 “I suppose we will have to live with each other as we are, Caroline.”  

 “We will fight,” she said. 

 “We will spar,” he answered. “But I think, if we take care, we will never 

draw blood again.” (310-1) 

 

The couple decides to stop attempting to tame one another and focus on love instead. Anthony’s 

gesture indicates his acceptance of her personality and his love. With the novel’s conclusion, 

English suggests that taming does not belong in marriage, an idea which coincides with the 

world of romance novels where the hero and heroine tend to eventually accept one another as 

equals despite societal norms within the historical setting.  
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 Along with the taming plot between Anthony and Caroline, English also includes a more 

direct commentary on Shakespeare’s play. The heroine critiques The Taming of the Shrew over 

dinner:  

 “I have always hated that play,” Caroline said. She felt the weight of 

Anthony’s censure as heavy as a stone, but she ignored him.  

 “Hate Shakespeare? How can that be, my lady? A woman of your wit and 

sensibility must love the Bard.” Carlyle smiled at her, also ignoring her husband 

has he refilled her glass of Madeira.  

 “Indeed, my lord, I am fond of Shakespeare in general, but that play is an 

anathema to women everywhere. Forced into marriage against her will, Katherine 

is taken from her home and starved into submission. What thinking person in this 

day of enlightenment could embrace such a theme?” 

 She looked at Anthony then. His color had risen beneath his tan. His dark 

eyes rested on her so intently his doxies turned away to hunt better prey on either 

side. She smiled to see her husband abandoned by his whores.  

 “But Lady Ravensbrook, Katherine instructs the other wives in the end to 

serve their husbands with sweetness and obedience.”  

 “As well she might, after having been starved and endlessly berated. One 

hopes that even Bonaparte would treat prisoners of war better. All I say, 

gentlemen, is that play is not one of Shakespeare’s finer works.” (120-1) 

 

The heroine identifies the problematic elements of Shakespeare’s play for a modern audience. At 

the same time, her commentary also reflects on her husband’s desire to tame her. Caroline asserts 

herself in this moment and others throughout the novel in ways Katherine was unable to. Later, 

English depicts a production of the play. At this point, Caroline reinterprets Katherine’s role so it 

aligns more with her sensibilities:  

Caroline even found herself enjoying a production of The Taming of the Shrew. 

The actress who played Katherine, a woman named Titania, breathed life into the 

old language, as did her fellow players. 

 At the end of the play, when Katherine admonished wives to obedience, 

tamed at last, Anthony seemed to miss the heavy irony with which Titania infused 

the scene. He leaned close and whispered in Caroline’s ear, “An example to live 

by, Wife.” 

 Caroline laughed under her breath and turned her head to whisper back, 

“Husband, you are mistaken. It is I who will tame you.” (212-3) 
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The heroine suggests she will invert the taming narrative. In the end, the characters decide that 

neither will tame the other. English rewrites Shakespeare both in this production and the novel as 

a whole by suggesting the heroine would never truly be tamed and the hero would not desire her 

to be.  

While Lindsey and English present more acceptable versions of taming that still present 

the man taming a woman, Eloisa James manipulates that dynamic when she rewrites The Taming 

of the Shrew in two of her novels, Kiss Me, Annabel and The Taming of the Duke. In the former 

her hero fails at utilizing taming techniques and in the latter the “shrew” does the taming. The 

titles of both of these works announce their relationship to Shakespeare’s play. James’s novels 

come the closest to a feminist adaptation as they invert the cultural expectations and emphasis 

the heroines’ power. Kiss Me, Annabel is an allusion to both the line “Kiss me, Kate” from the 

play and the popular modern adaptation Kiss Me, Kate (5.2.184). The Taming of the Duke is 

clearly a play on words with The Taming of the Shrew. By using these titles, James encourages 

readers to identify connections between her novels and Shakespeare’s play. She also informs 

readers they can find more information about finding the parallels on her website, making 

identifying the allusions into a game on its own.  

Despite the title, for most of the novel, Kiss Me, Annabel has little in common with The 

Taming of the Shrew. While the plot revolves around a set of sisters, they are orphans with no 

restrictions on whom they can wed, other than their simple dowry of a racehorse each. This small 

dowry is the major concern for the heroine, Annabel, as she believes the hero, Ewan, needs to 

marry a rich woman and is concerned when he indicates interest in her. She grew up in charge of 

keeping her poor family fed and wishes to avoid marrying a man who would require her to 

experience that again. Despite her intentions, she is compromised and must marry Ewan. He is 
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thrilled, but Annabel is devastated until she learns that he has money. On their way to his home 

in Scotland, Ewan is inspired by Shakespeare’s play to cure his wife of her fears of poverty by 

isolating them at a country cottage: 

It was like that play by Shakespeare, the one a company of traveling players had 

put on in the castle courtyard. He hasn’t liked it all that much at the time, but now 

he saw it differently--now that he had a wife of his own. 

 “Have you read Mr. Shakespeare’s plays?” he asked. 

 “What?” And then, “Yes, most of them.” 

 “There was a play in which a man married a woman whom no one else 

will have,” he said, tightening his arms around her. “She has a beautiful younger 

sister, I remember that.” 

 “She’s a shrew,” Annabel said, leaning against him. “It’s called The 

Taming of the Shrew, and I certainly hope that you don’t think I’m akin to the 

shrew in question.” 

 “Nay, you’re no shrew,” he said. 

 “What’s the play got to do with anything?” She asked. “I haven’t thought 

about it for a few years...Isn’t he quite unpleasant to his wife?” And then: “Don’t 

you think the coaches have been a long time coming?” 

 But Ewan had decided it would be better if he didn’t remind Annabel of 

the details of that particular Shakespearean plot. Not when he had in mind to use 

the same stratagem himself. The husband in The Taming of the Shrew took his 

wife off into the country and cured her of being shrewish. Likely the same 

stratagem would work to cure Annabel of her fear of being poor. Anyone could 

see that the Kettles were as sweetly set up as any couple in Christendom. If he and 

Annabel stopped a day or two here, she would learn what it was like to be poor 

but not prey to the whims of a gambling man. They could rely on each other. A 

slow smile curled his lips. Because there wouldn’t be anyone else to rely on. (245-

6) 

 

Ewan’s plan revolves around a reductive summary of the taming plot of Shakespeare’s text. 

While Petruccio does take Katherine away from her family to tame her, in Shakespeare’s work, it 

is not being isolated itself that serves to tame her, but rather hunger and lack of sleep. As Ewan 

has never actually been poor, his genteel understanding of poverty does not reflect Annabel’s life 

experiences. He assumes to have understood her past, and he thinks that a rustic sojourn in the 

country will be idyllic and enjoyable. Similar to Petruccio, Ewan believes he knows what is best 

for the heroine. It is significant that Ewan explicitly distances Annabel from the label of shrew 
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here, despite his decision to implement Petruccio’s strategy. He thinks that staying in the cottage 

without their servants will demonstrate to Annabel that they do not need anything else to be 

happy, but she knows better from the start and tells him, “‘I can see that you’ve no imagination, 

Ewan Poley. You’ve no idea how hard it is to live under these circumstances, and I think this 

will be good for you!’” (249). Annabel understands what country life includes, having at least 

churned butter before, but neither of them even knows how to cook.  

Rather than enjoy an idyllic stay in the country as Ewan imagined, the couple finds 

themselves facing some difficulties. Their only food for most of their sojourn is boiled potatoes 

(which fall into ashes on the ground at one point). They work together to milk a cow and catch 

the farmer’s chickens, only to end up without either milk or chickens (253). They have no means 

of finding any new food or even water until Ewan discovers the stream which they find almost 

unbearably cold. They enjoy their first night in the cottage only after they discover a picnic 

basket full of food and a fancy tablecloth, on which they have intercourse for the first time. But 

the next day, Ewan is hungry and annoyed. He greatly misses the comforts he has never had to 

live without. They discover they have nowhere clean to sleep and their attempts at washing the 

tablecloth in the stream fail miserably. Ewan is even stung on the backside by bees by the end of 

the day (282). Instead of changing Annabel, this sojourn makes Ewan increasingly cranky and he 

decides it was bad idea after all. He essentially becomes the shrew when faced with the hardships 

he thought they could handle. By the end of this stay, the couple is less content with their 

marriage than they were when they arrived at the cottage and they have their first real fight of 

their relationship (285-7). Ewan’s plan failed miserably.  

 The term “shrew” only comes up twice within the text, once when they discuss the play, 

and a bit earlier while discussing Ewan’s previous courtship of Annabel’s sister Imogen. Ewan 
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felt that Imogen needed a husband and tells his wife that he thought Imogen would be a better 

candidate for a wife than she would: 

 “I’m not the sort to run after my wife like a tame lapdog. As a rational 

man, I have no fear that I couldn’t make myself compatible with almost anyone. 

But you…” 

 “You thought I was shrewish and would beat you about the head?” she 

said, smiling. 

 His gaze was like a caress. “I thought I ran the risk of making a fool of 

myself over you,” he said. (214) 

 

That Annabel is a shrew is merely a joke, though it also conjures up images of Katherine given 

the title of the work. Moreover, Annabel’s response corresponds with Katherine’s violence in 

The Taming of the Shrew, associating shrewish behavior with violence. The couple get along 

quite well until Ewan strands them in the country. The only reason Annabel initially rejects his 

suit is that she thinks he is poor. Whereas “shrew” does not apply to Annabel, James primarily 

uses the word “tame” in this novel with reference to Ewan. Although shrew does not come up 

often in the text, the idea of being tame does, appearing at least six times in various forms. In the 

above quotation, Ewan clearly does not wish to be thought of as tame, suggesting that a tame 

man is somehow less masculine or powerful. Near the beginning of the novel, Annabel warns 

Imogen that Ewan will not be easily manipulated: “‘Be careful, Imogen. I would be very, very 

careful. That earl does not look like a tame pussycat to me’” (45). While her sister ignores this 

suggestion, James distances Ewan from the term, except in his own taming during their sojourn 

at the cabin.  

Most of the shrewish behavior in Kiss Me, Annabel comes from Imogen. Each novel in 

the Essex sister quartet focuses on one sister more closely, but Imogen’s story spreads across the 

novels. In Kiss Me, Annabel Imogen is an angry young widow who makes rash decisions and 

sometimes harsh remarks to her sisters. Her husband of two weeks died in the first novel, Much 
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Ado About You, and it takes her until the third, The Taming of the Duke, to recover from his loss. 

She even acknowledges her poor behavior and the feelings that inspire them in Kiss Me, 

Annabel:  

Imogen Maitland was well aware that she had transformed into a fury out of a 

classical play. She knew she was behaving abominably toward her sisters, 

snapping at them like an untamed dog. She knew she ought to be grateful to Rafe 

for his kindness and generosity, taking her back into his house after she eloped in 

such a scandalous manner. Instead, she wanted to kill him, every time she saw his 

indolent manner and the drink he always held. And she wanted to kill her sisters 

too: Tess because her husband loved her, and he was alive. Annabel because she 

so effortlessly made men adore her. Josie…well, Josie was in the schoolroom, so 

Imogen exempted her from her gallery of hatred. (52) 

 

This passage demonstrates both Imogen’s poor behavior and the reasons behind it. Moreover, 

James uses the term “untamed,” implying that Imogen must be reined in. Her grief makes her 

sympathetic despite her actions, just as Ophelia’s history did in Lindsey’s novel. Still, by 

depicting her this way, James draws a comparison between Katherine and Imogen that then spills 

over into The Taming of the Duke. 

James identifies Kiss Me, Annabel’s connection to Shrew in a note at the end of the 

novel: 

The larger structure of this book is very loosely based on Shakespeare’s Taming 

of the Shrew. Obviously, Annabel is no shrew. But the part of my novel that 

isolates Annabel and Ewan in a house in the country, during which they were 

tested by hunger and frustration, stems from Shakespeare’s play. I dislike his 

project of taming the shrew and would never want my Annabel to respond to 

adversity by becoming docile. So I reversed the circumstances by having Ewan 

discover that when he’s cold, wet and hungry, he becomes rather cranky, tamed, 

naturally, by Annabel. (385) 

 

Taken along with the title, this note demonstrates James’s determination to link the novel to 

Shakespeare’s play. She refers to the “larger structure” of the work in this note, but that section 

of the novel only lasts for 60 of the 383 pages. Moreover, one of the chapters within those pages 

deals with her sisters’ travel to Scotland rather than their adventures at the cottage. This series 



 

63 

 

was written after James went public about her career as a Shakespearean scholar. Each novel in 

this series has a Shakespearean title; Much Ado About You and Pleasure for Pleasure rounding 

out the quartet. James seems particularly interested in playing with the possibilities of 

Shakespeare’s text, as she revisits the play in her next novel.  

In The Taming of the Duke, James inverts The Taming of Shrew through the heroine, 

Imogen, “taming” the hero, Rafe.  He is an alcoholic, although the term was not used within the 

setting of the novel. Rafe drinks to excess daily and tends to go through life in a haze until 

Imogen and his half-brother convince him to stop. The only shrewish behavior in the novel 

comes when Imogen nags Rafe while attempting to save his life. She frequently taunts him about 

his drinking: 

“I suppose the alternative is drinking yourself into an early death.” So 

much for the new, kind Imogen. “It’s a wonder that your nose isn’t already 

bulbous and red, but that’s acceptable given the glories of drinking Tobermary 

whisky. You’ll have to employ a particularly burly footman to tow you to your 

chambers every evening…perhaps that is already part of your nightly ritual?” 

Rafe was rather stunned by just how much rage he felt. Generally, whisky 

allowed him to listen to a number of insults with total equanimity. But not from 

Imogen. (77) 

 

Imogen is the only one who can get through to Rafe when he drinks. In this novel, her anger only 

surfaces when talking to him. Rafe stops drinking in part because he feels that he is not good 

enough for Imogen (85). She is the impetus for his transformation even if she does not know it. 

Whereas Katherine is forced to change against her will, Rafe makes his own decision, which 

Imogen supports.  

 Rafe decides that he must stop drinking entirely, which leads to a painful withdrawal 

process, including being sick all night. Imogen helps him through it, although she maintains her 

shrewish demeanor in order to force him to accept her help: 

She took his arm. It was chilly and covered with sweat. “You’re a mess.” 
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 “So leave me alone,” he growled. “You shouldn’t be in here, in the middle 

of the night.”  

 “You’re not going to seduce me, are you?” she said. “Because I’m nothing 

more than a wee, frail female and I might be overcome by the sight of your belly.”  

 “God damn—” but he was retching again.  

 As soon as he was done she took his arm again. “Come on,” she said 

bracingly. “Just down the hallway.” She got him down the hall and into her room, 

though he protested every inch of the way. Then she went into the bathroom and 

turned on the faucets.  

 “Isn’t this wonderful?” she said, watching as the hot water poured into the 

tub.  

 “I—” Rafe grunted. “Oh God—”   

 “Pail’s in the other room,” Imogen said. She had decided that the last thing 

Rafe needed was sympathy. (105-6) 

 

He cannot accept help if he feels like it is coming from pity. Imogen knows him well enough to 

continue her previous shrewish behavior so he will let her help him. Only by remaining caustic is 

she able to get him cleaned up and through the night despite his protestations. Rather than a 

negative trait, her shrewishness serves a positive purpose. 

 Imogen’s belief that only this sort of strategy will work for Rafe spills over into her 

discussions with other characters in the novel. Gillian, the woman who initially wishes to marry 

Rafe, chides Imogen for her behavior, suggesting that a man would never want a woman who 

nags him: 

 “Well, I suppose given your connection to him, you have more latitude,” 

Gillian said, opening the door. “There’s nothing more objectionable, in my 

opinion, than a husband or wife always pointing out a spouse’s shortcomings. I 

doubt I shall ever dabble in the subject; it’s so horrid when a wife is plaguing her 

husband to death over that kind of thing.”  

 “You must,” Imogen said, walking out the door behind her. “He’ll kill 

himself if he begins drinking again.”  

 “I trust not,” Gillian said. (142-3) 

 

In this instance, Imogen firmly believes that if no one harasses Rafe, he will not be able to resist 

drinking. And based on what happens in the novel, she is right. Her shrewish behavior 

potentially saves his life. James reevaluates the importance of a meek woman by demonstrating 



 

65 

 

the importance of Imogen’s outrageous actions. Imogen goes as far as to throw his decanters of 

whiskey out the window to keep Rafe from considering drinking (158). Rafe had been 

convincing himself that he could take just one drink without succumbing to his previous 

inebriated state and Imogen noticed. He rails against her, calling her a “she-devil” (162). It is 

also after this encounter that Rafe thinks of Imogen as a shrew. But he never drinks again in the 

text and even these comments are tempered by his reaction to her. For example, they go for a 

ride and since it is dark out she decides to ride astride rather than sidesaddle. Doing so provides 

Rafe with an unexpected view of Imogen’s legs not usually afforded by the attire of the time. 

The view causes Rafe to consider Imogen as a sexual creature: “If she hadn’t been the shrew that 

she was, he would have found it incredibly arousing” (166-7). Of course, he does find the 

situation arousing and the readers know he already has feelings for Imogen. His protestations 

about her shrewishness then ring hollow by this stage in the novel. Rafe never courts Gillian 

except as a way to make Imogen jealous. James clearly rewrites Shakespeare’s play to 

demonstrate feminine transformative power which would appeal to the assumed audience of her 

novel. Moreover, those that read the previous novel as well would notice that Imogen becomes 

tamer and tamed when she is able to move past her grief and focus on saving Rafe from himself.  

 At the same time, the love plot in the novel follows a different Shakespearean comedy: A 

Midsummer Night’s Dream. Similar to increasing female agency in a taming plot to be more 

palatable to the modern reader, using elements of Midsummer reframe Rafe’s questionable 

actions into something acceptable to readers. Early on, Imogen decides she wants to have an 

affair with Rafe’s brother Gabe. A guest at the house, Gillian, wants to attract Rafe’s attention. 

But, of course, Gabe is interested in Gillian and Rafe (who at first appears interested in Gillian) 

only really desires Imogen. In order to court Imogen, Rafe pretends to be Gabe while wooing 
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her. Throughout various hijinks, the women realign their romantic interests so in the end they 

both end up married to the “right” man: Rafe for Imogen and Gabe for Gillian. James blends 

these two Shakespearean plots into a vastly different work from her sources, even as she signals 

the connections to Shakespeare’s plays. She alludes to A Midsummer Night’s Dream directly 

twice in the novel, including once in the epilogue. Rafe draws a parallel between his own 

courting of Imogen in disguise as his brother to Bottom’s actions in the play while showing 

Imogen a painting of the scene where the rude mechanical is given an ass’s head as part of a trick 

again Titania, the queen of the fairies: 

 “Only then does Bottom dare court the Queen of Fairies,” Rafe said, 

feeling rather queer. “When he wears the ass’s head. He has to be disguised 

because she’s so beautiful.” He looked down at Imogen. Her hair was shining, 

sleek, as if he had never rumpled it in his hands, drawn it across her breasts, and 

then replaced that caress with a rougher touch of his own. She was looking up at 

him, amused, her eyebrows arched. 

 Slowly the amusement faded from her face, and after a moment she 

wretched her eyes away and fairly ran back to the group. 

 Rafe just stood there a moment. He could almost feel the weight of the 

ass’s head on his shoulders. (353) 

 

Rafe reinterprets Shakespeare’s play to make it suit his actions within the novel.  Rather than an 

outside force playing a trick, it is Rafe that disguises himself in order to court Imogen. And 

Bottom’s feelings for Titania had a much different outcome than Rafe’s wooing. Instead of 

making a real parallel between the texts, this moment works more as a joke about Rafe’s 

behavior, his feeling like an ass.  

 Along with The Taming of the Shrew, authors also often adapt The Tempest. This play 

has been popular for postcolonial adaptations that deal with the issues of slavery and 

colonization in the text. When romance novelists consider the work, they must sharply refocus 

the play to make Miranda into a more significant character with agency, as her plot can most 

easily be adapted into a romance narrative. One clear way to do so is to remove Prospero, as he 
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is the heart of Shakespeare’s play. This allows his daughter Miranda more independence, since in 

the play Prospero frequently asserts his will over hers. 

Nancy Butler’s Prospero’s Daughter involves a minor reworking on Shakespeare’s 

Tempest. Butler signals the connection through both her title and opening quotation from the 

play. While the novel includes few connections to Shakespeare’s work, it does focus on an 

isolated woman who falls in love with the first new man to enter her world. In The Tempest, 

Miranda is enchanted upon first seeing Ferdinand: “What is’t? A spirit? / Lord, how it looks 

about! Believe me, sir, / It carried a brave form. But ’tis a spirit…I might call him / A thing 

divine, for nothing natural / I ever saw so noble” (1.2.413-24). In Prospero’s Daughter both the 

hero and heroine worry that the heroine only loves him because she has not met many other men. 

Both Butler and Wiggs seem interested in separating Miranda from her father and making her 

leave her home in order to find love and happiness. Butler seems mostly interested in aligning 

her novel with Shakespeare’s text through outward allusions. Wiggs does not connect the two 

works on the cover, but alludes to Shakespeare’s text extensively within the body of her novel. 

So, while The Tempest might be part of the marketing for Prospero’s Daughter, it is more of a 

guiding force in Wiggs’s text.  

From the first page, Wiggs’s The Horsemaster’s Daughter emphasizes its connections to 

Shakespeare’s Tempest, beginning each of the five sections of the book by quoting the play. The 

novel opens with “The isle is full of noises, / Sounds and sweet airs, that give delight, and hurt 

not,” which foreshadows the shift from the southern plantation in the first chapter to the island 

home of the heroine (11). The quotation at the beginning of part four, “Be free, and fare thou 

well,” similarly sets up the action to come at the end of the novel (377). Whenever Wiggs 

includes a Shakespearean quotation it is either cited or in italics to signal its origin, emphasizing 
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her inclusion of his language. Whereas many of the quotations within the novel signal who spoke 

them, Wiggs leaves off the speaker for the quotations at the beginning of each section. These 

passages then serve the more tone-setting function I discussed in chapter two above.  

The novel is set in Virginia in 1854. The figure of Miranda, here called Eliza, lives 

isolated on an island after her father’s murder. The text suggests her father was thought a 

magician like Shakespeare’s Prospero, but he simply had a talent for training horses which he 

passed on to his daughter. Eliza even assumes her father was murdered because of his seemingly 

supernatural power with horses until the hero, Hunter, convinces her otherwise. By removing the 

father figure from the action, Wiggs rewrites Shakespeare’s plot with a sharper focus on the sole 

female in the play. Eliza shares a number of similarities with Miranda, but unlike the figure from 

The Tempest, she must confront tragedy on her own and therefore find her way in the world 

without a father’s guidance.  

Moreover, in Shakespeare’s text, it is Prospero who controls the young couple’s 

relationship, deciding how they will meet and what complications they will encounter. Wiggs 

naturally takes on that role in writing her romance; she signals it through her inclusion of 

Shakespearean epigrams for each section. This is particularly noticeable with section three, 

which begins with “Lest too light winning / Make the prize light” (319). This passage is spoken 

by Prospero when he decides it is necessary to complicate Miranda and Ferdinand’s relationship 

so they will value one another in the future. In The Tempest, Prospero challenges Ferdinand, 

calling him a spy. The more Prospero pretends to keep the couple apart, the more they protest 

their devotion: 

PROSPERO.    What, 

 An advocate for an imposter? Hush!  

 Thou think’st there is no more such shapes as he, 

 Having seen but him and Caliban. Foolish wench! 
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 To th’most of men this is a Caliban, 

 And they to him are angels. 

MIRANDA.    My affections 

 Are the most humble. I have no ambition  

 To see a goodlier man. 

PROSPERO. [to Ferdinand] Come on; obey. 

 Thy nerves are in their infancy again, 

 And have no vigour in them. 

FERDINAND.   So they are. 

 My spirits, as in a dream, are all bound up. 

 … All corners else o’th’earth 

 Let liberty make use of; space enough 

 Have I in such a prison. (1.2.481-97) 

 

In this section of her novel, Wiggs further complicates her love story by revealing that Eliza’s 

mother was a quadroon, making it illegal for Eliza and Hunter to marry within the historical 

setting of the novel. She also presents Eliza with a job opportunity in California, giving the girl a 

potential escape, which Eliza takes once she decides the marriage she longs for is impossible. In 

using Prospero’s words alongside his methods, Wiggs aligns herself with the magician’s role in 

the courtship. When the couple eventually reunites, their love is stronger than at any other point 

in the novel.  

All of the animals on the island are named after characters from The Tempest. Her dog is 

Caliban, the fawn is Alonso, and then cats are named Miranda, Sebastian, Antonio, and Gonzalo. 

Wiggs ensures the readers notice these namings through the hero commenting on it: 

 “Why do all these names sound so familiar to me?” he asked. 

 “We stole them,” she said simply. “From Shakespeare.” 

He gave a short laugh as realization dawned on him. “The Tempest,” he 

said. “Of course.” (50) 

 

Not only does this scene demonstrate that Hunter is familiar with Shakespeare’s work, but it also 

reveals Eliza’s investment in the play. She sees her life as mirroring The Tempest, which she 

reinterprets in her head to suit her view of things. When Eliza explains her dog’s name to 

Hunter’s children, she rewrites the play, as she tames the view of Caliban: 



 

70 

 

 “Because he’s so big, and he’s not very pretty. Caliban is the name of a 

monster in a play called The Tempest.” 

 “Is he a very bad monster?” The little girl watched the dog take off after a 

dragonfly.  

 “He was naughty sometimes, but in the end he was sorry. My father used 

to tell me he was a lost soul.” (238) 

 

Considering Prospero mentions Caliban wanting to rape Miranda in Shakespeare’s text, this 

interpretation of his character seems particularly kind. Of course, it fits with the way slavery is 

treated in this text, since Caliban was essentially Prospero’s slave in the play and Wiggs depicts 

Eliza and her father as sympathetic to plight of slaves.  

Eliza repeatedly compares her life to The Tempest, identifying with Miranda from the 

first time her father read it to her: 

That very night, he had begun reading The Tempest to her. The tale of a 

father and daughter stranded on an island after a shipwreck had become, in her 

mind, a gilded mirror of their lives. Her father was Prospero, the wizard, bending 

wind and weather to his will. She, of course, was Miranda, the beautiful young 

woman awaiting her true love. 

We are such stuff as dreams are made of, Prospero said in the play. And 

she had embraced the truth of it with her whole heart. But believing in dreams did 

not prepare her for the discomfiting reality of encountering a man like Hunter 

Calhoun. (60) 

 

In case the readers did not already make the connection between the two women, this moment 

makes it explicit. This description of the play already demonstrates Eliza’s romanticized 

interpretation of Shakespeare’s work, glossing over the more problematic elements of The 

Tempest, such as Prospero enslaving Caliban and manipulating everyone else. Moreover, Eliza 

and Hunter joke about their connection to the lovers in the play while he is on the island with 

her. Hunter came to the island for her father’s help with a violent horse and stays in part because 

Eliza entrances him. He initially does not believe she can save the horse, but is unwilling to 

abandon her on the island. Eventually, Eliza convinces Hunter to allow her to attempt working 

with the troubled horse. She puts him to work fixing the horse pens while she tames the stallion: 
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Eliza tried not to let her amusement show, but he caught her grinning at 

him. “You’re supposed to weep when you see me work,” he grumbled. “Isn’t that 

what the virtuous Miranda did when Ferdinand stacked the logs in The Tempest?”  

She laughed aloud. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not the virtuous 

Miranda. And forgive me, but you’re no Prince of Naples.” (144) 

 

This scene comes after they have kissed but before they consummate their relationship. They 

allude to the scene where Prospero made Ferdinand do physical labor to prove himself worthy of 

Miranda. In Wiggs’s version, Hunter works because Eliza requires it of him, giving her more 

power at this stage of the relationship. She reaffirms her position by teasing Hunter. Eliza also 

compares her relationship with Hunter’s stallion, Finn, to Miranda’s in The Tempest: 

In the training arena her father had built, she lost herself in the work. It 

was the only thing that saved her. Finn occupied her entirely. Like Prince 

Ferdinand’s flirtation with Miranda in The Tempest, she and the stallion were 

powerless to resist each other. The bond she felt with the stallion, the challenge 

and the affinity filled her. She drove him around and around the ring and when he 

was practically begging her for it, she mounted. (186) 

 

Until Eliza leaves the island, she has little other frame of reference, so she views the entire world 

through the lens of Shakespeare’s play. Later, after he takes her back to his plantation, Hunter 

also associates Eliza with her Shakespearean counterpart: “She was Miranda, daughter of 

Prospero, a creature of myth and air, stardust and seafoam” (340). Eliza maintains her 

otherworldly characteristics even when brought into society. But Miranda in The Tempest was 

not the “creature of myth and air” – that description better suits the character Ariel. Hunter 

conflates the two characters. Miranda’s characterization in Shakespeare’s text is rather minimal, 

depicting her as an innocent who is easily impressed by the new people Prospero brings to the 

island. She falls in love with Ferdinand essentially at first sight and generally does what she is 

told. So this comment by Hunter serves to rewrite the play as well, mapping Eliza’s 

characteristics back onto Miranda.  
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 Wiggs also rewrites the issue of slavery from The Tempest by involving Eliza’s father in 

the Underground Railroad at the time. Eliza only learns of her father’s actions after his death 

(which was likely caused by slave hunters). When she meets a runaway slave on the island, her 

thoughts quickly turn to Shakespeare’s text. She thinks, “Slave, whom stripes may move, not 

kindness! She had read it in The Tempest, but who would ever think such an atrocious thing 

could really exist in a sane mind?” (150). This line originates in a heated exchange between 

Prospero and Caliban. Caliban gives his version of his origin and Prospero feels he is ungrateful: 

CALIBAN.    I loved thee, 

 And showed thee all the qualities o’th’isle, 

 The fresh springs, brine-pits, barren place and fertile— 

 Cursed be I that did so! All the charms  

 Of Sycorax, toads, beetles, bats, light on you; 

 For I am all the subjects that you have, 

 Which first was mine own king, and here you sty me 

 In this hard rock, whiles you do keep from me 

 The rest o’th’island. 

PROSPERO.    Thou most lying slave 

 Whom stripes my more, not kindness! I have used thee, 

 Filth as thou art, with human care, and lodged thee 

 In mine own cell, till thou didst seek to violate 

 The honour of my child. (1.2.339-51) 

 

Eliza ignores the implications of this speech, as her reaction is more sympathetic towards the 

slave. Wiggs rewrites The Tempest as against slavery rather than acknowledging the problematic 

portrayal that exists in Shakespeare’s play.  

  Along with drawing heavily on Shakespeare’s work for the original concept, the 

characters also repeatedly quote the play. In doing so, they change more than the role of 

Prospero; Eliza faces challenges that Miranda never knew. She acknowledges her movement 

beyond the original play while talking to Hunter:  

After a while, he glanced at her again. “Now what?” he asked. 

“I was just thinking about The Tempest.” 

“That again.” 
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“I never really thought about the ending. But you know, the story ends 

before they leave the island.” 

“So?” 

“We never learn what becomes of everyone.” 

“Prospero goes back to his dukedom in Milan. Ferdinand and Miranda sail 

to Naples, where they live happily ever after as prince and princess. All the sprites 

and beasts are released from their enchantment. Make fast that line, will you?” 

She obeyed sulkily. He didn’t understand. As long as she stayed on the 

island, she didn’t have to worry about the way things ended. Now, thrust into this 

strange place, she had to make her way through unfamiliar terrain, alien and 

green, fraught with peril. (204-5) 

 

While Hunter makes a logical assumption about where the play was headed, even he rewrites the 

text, as Shakespeare’s work really does leave the figures while they are still island-bound.  

Wiggs, however, brings Eliza into the world without anyone to guide her and allows her to 

flourish. Eliza helps Hunter not only with his horses, but with his children, and eventually finds 

true love for herself without the help of magic. This new version of the story puts Eliza in a more 

perilous position that allows her to demonstrate her strength and ability to guide her own life in a 

way not offered to Miranda, whose courtship was consistently monitored by her father. Along 

with increased agency, Wiggs is able to offer the happy ending that Shakespeare does not fully 

develop by taking the characters off of the island and not requiring the audience to supply the 

happily-ever-after as Hunter does above. Overall, her adaptation of The Tempest reinterprets it to 

give the heroine more agency with her life and make the depiction of slavery more acceptable to 

a modern audience.  

 While both The Taming of the Shrew and The Tempest are relatively popular 

Shakespearean plays, at times romance authors choose to rework less familiar plays. These 

authors therefore have more latitude to manipulate Shakespeare’s work, given that their readers 

are unlikely to be familiar with the text. Juliana Gray rewrites Love’s Labour’s Lost in her 

romance novel trilogy A Lady Never Lies, A Gentleman Never Tells, and A Duke Never Yields. 
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On her website, Gray describes how she decided to write the trilogy. Her agent asked about her 

current ideas: 

“Well,” I said, sitting up and straightening my Tasteful Blue Sheath Dress 

to disguise the desperate scramble of my brain, “I do have this vague notion of a 

romance trilogy based on a Shakespeare play. Three men swearing off women for 

a year of scholarship, three women vice versa, and they all end up in the same 

castle in Italy.” I paused. “I know it's a bit far-fetched.” 

“This is romance,” said my Incomparable Agent. “It's perfect. Just make 

one of them a duke.” 

In short order, we had put together a proposal for Berkley, Berkley had 

responded with an offer, and I was left alone with my rattling brain to put the 

story together. 

Now, at this point, I fear I must disclose to you my Darkest Secret: I have 

no original ideas at all. Not one. I am merely a literary magpie, gathering up bits 

and pieces from the heaps of cultural treasure around me and putting them 

together into haphazard shapes. Shakespeare is an invaluable resource for writers 

like me, because everything's already there: plots, characters, emotions, all so 

timelessly human that one can simply take the bare bones straight from the Bard, 

flesh them out, and dress them up to suit one's taste. And Shakespeare lends 

himself especially well to romance, with his strong women, his intrepid men, and 

his deft comedic narratives of mistaken identity and love potions and high society 

mixing with low. 

 

Gray credits Shakespeare as the primary inspiration for her work, emphasizing the various 

elements she incorporates into her adaptation. She presents her idea of rewriting Shakespeare’s 

play into three interconnected novels as the proposal that helped her quickly acquire an offer 

from the publisher Berkley. By identifying her usage of a less popular Shakespearean play, Gray 

differentiates her novels from other historical romances. She both participates in the trend of 

rewriting Shakespeare’s plays as romances and offers a new perspective by utilizing this 

particular play.  

The titles of the novels draw no connection to their Shakespearean counterpart and most 

readers would likely have no idea that Gray adapts Shakespeare’s play if she did not identify her 

indebtedness to the work. She only mentions the play in the first and third of the novels.  In A 

Lady Never Lies, Gray thanks Shakespeare at the end of her acknowledgements: “William 
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Shakespeare, who gave me both the initial concept for the trilogy and a world of comic 

inspiration with which to write it.” This is the only direct allusion to Shakespeare within the 

novel. She does not mention Shakespeare at all in the second novel, so if a reader did not read 

the other books as well, she likely would have no idea that Gray was using Shakespeare’s plot at 

all.  

 Most of the Shakespearean allusions occur in her final novel of the trilogy. She thanks 

Shakespeare first in her acknowledgements for the third novel, A Duke Never Yields: 

I’d like to think that Shakespeare, that great purloiner of history and legend, 

would not have minded my adaptation of Love’s Labour’s Lost into a romantic 

trilogy set in Victorian-era Italy. I’ve tried in A Duke Never Yields (as in the 

previous installments, A Lady Never Lies and A Gentleman Never Tells) to honor 

my source material with plenty of the servant’s banter, mistaken identity, and 

magical realism he employed to such classic effect.  

… 

Both Shakespeare and Verdi loved the otherworldly, and their works seethe with 

ghostly spirits, with undercurrents of fate and destiny, with the redemption of sin 

as the beating heart of human drama. I’ve used these devices liberally in this 

trilogy, and I hope the masters would approve. 

 

Her note emphasizes the aspects of her novel she drew from Shakespeare, which would be 

particularly helpful for readers who are unfamiliar with the play (likely most of them). The 

heroine in this novel is the only one of the three to directly quote Shakespeare. Abagail asks the 

hero, Wallingford, to meet her in the stables in order to kiss him. Wallingford is shocked and 

annoyed to discover she has been kissing stable boys and now wants to graduate to kissing him. 

She responds by quoting Shakespeare: 

 “Oh, how forbidding you are! You must keep your brow exactly like that. 

How did Shakespeare put it? ‘Let the brow o’erwhelm it as fearfully as doth a 

galled rock o’erhang and jutty his confounded base, swilled with the wild and 

wasteful ocean…” 

 “Are you quite mad?” (29) 
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She quotes from Henry’s speech in act three, scene one of Henry V here. Unlike the moments 

discussed in chapter four, the hero does not appreciate her Shakespearean quotation as he is too 

confused by her actions. But that does not stop him from kissing her as the scene unfolds, or 

from eventually falling in love with her. In the first two books, Abagail frequently reads, so her 

quotation does not seem out of character, but it is unexpected that the only time Gray brings in 

Shakespeare’s words is with a passage from one of the histories rather than the comedy she uses 

as her source. While the play might be more familiar to audiences, the passage is not often 

quoted in romance novels. The scene demonstrates Abagail’s wit and emphasizes Gray’s 

familiarity with Shakespeare.  

 A number of plot elements within the trilogy coincide with Shakespeare’s play. Three 

English ladies and three gentleman travel to Italy to sequester themselves for a year away from 

the distractions of society. This coincides with the men’s decision at the beginning of Love’s 

Labour’s Lost to spend three years at study away from women. Gray shortens the time period to 

one that suits the plot of the trilogy. She also abbreviates the cast down to three men and three 

women instead of four of each. Essentially she cuts out the king and princess. These cuts allow 

her to present romances without political consequences, as in Lover’s Labour’s Lost the 

romances end abruptly with the death of the princess’s father. All six of Gray’s main characters 

are unexpectedly forced to share a home.  

 By separating the story into three novels, Gray can tell the story of each couple in their 

own novel. This allows her to develop the characters more than Shakespeare did. She includes 

banter between them that mirrors scenes from the play. Gray also includes both the bad poetry 

and wrongly delivered letters from Shakespeare’s play. In act three of Love’s Labour’s Lost, 

Armando gives Mote a letter for Jaquenetta (3.1.119). Then Biron gives Costard a letter for 
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Rosaline (4.1.52). The servants somehow exchange letters and Costard delivers Amando’s letter 

to the Princess’s court. Boyet says, “I am bound to serve. / This letter mistook. It importeth none 

here. / It is write to Jaquenetta” (4.1.56-8). Later, Biron arrives at the King’s park with a poem he 

has written Rosaline only to discover the king reading his own poetry. Shortly thereafter, the 

other men arrive as well, with their own protestations of love: 

KING. [reads] Thou shin’st in every tear that I do weep. 

 No drop but as a coach doth carry thee, 

 So ridest thou triumphing in my woe. 

 Do but behold the tears that swell in me 

 And they thy glory through my grief will show. 

  But do not love thyself; then thou will keep 

 My tears for glasses, and still make me weep. 

 O Queen of queens, how far dost thou excel, 

 No though can thou nor tongue of mortal tell’ 

 How shall she know my griefs? I’ll drop the paper. 

 Sweet leaves, shade folly. Who is he comes here? 

Enter LONGUEVILLE [with papers]. The KING steps aside 

 What, Longueville, and reading—listen, ear! 

BIRON. [aside] Now in thy likeness one more fool appear! 

LONGUEVILLE. Ay me! I am forsworn. 

BIRON. [aside] Why, he comes in like a perjure, wearing papers. 

KING. [aside] In love, I hope! Sweet fellowship in share. 

BIRON. [aside] One drunkard loves another of the name. (4.3.29-46) 

 

After Longueville, Dumaine also arrives with his own poem. At that point, three of them hide, 

discovering they have all fallen in love. From here each man reveals the previous one’s 

admission of love. 

 Gary adapts both of these elements of Love’s Labour’s Lost, combining them in scenes 

within a peach orchard in all three books. The scene replays from the perspectives of the hero 

and heroine of each novel, building on the scene in the previous book in the sequels. In A Lady 

Never Lies, the hero, Finn Burke, plans to meet the heroine, Lady Alexandra Morley, in the 

peach orchard, only to discover the others had similar plans. He hides behind a tree when he 

hears someone coming: 
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 “Still, still, still,” said a masculine voice. “Pill? Kill? Oh, God, no. Mill? 

Hang it all. Shall have to try something else.”  

 Finn pressed his forehead into the trunk, hard, until the ridges bit sharply 

into his skin. 

 Lord Roland’s voice came louder, drifting between the trees, “…the 

memory is with me still…no, the memory is with me yet. The memory is with me 

yet, there’s the ticket. The memory is with me yet, and something 

something…shall forget? Or regret? And never shall my love regret? Oh yes, very 

good.” 

 Very good? Was he mad?  

… 

Finn turned his forehead back into the tree and began to pound, softly, in 

time with the meter of the poem. Was it a sonnet? Only fourteen lines in a sonnet. 

Five little iambs per line, five strikes of the old forehead against the tree. No, no. 

Wait. Something was quite wrong. Penhallow had only four iambs per line, which 

meant… 

Snap, snap.  

Finn bolted to attention. So did Lord Roland. He stuffed the paper inside 

his coat and scrambled behind the nearest tree. (129-31) 

 

Finn expects the newcomer to be Alexandra, but instead Wallingford appears. When Alexandra 

finally arrives, she meets Wallingford instead, preempting her amorous encounter with Finn. 

This scene echoes both the poetry and ridiculousness of the heroes hiding in the forest. Gray’s 

version updates the plot by involving the heroines as well as the heroes. Each heroine also comes 

to the orchard and encounters the wrong man. Alexandra exchanges witty banter with 

Wallingford while her hero looks on, allowing him to learn about her feelings: 

 “We have strayed, Lady Morley,” said the duke, his words striking her ear 

in precise notes, “rather far from the point at hand. Are you meeting Burke here 

tonight?” 

 “I’m not under any sort of obligation to answer your question. Why don’t 

you ask him?” 

 “He’s not here, at present.” 

 “Isn’t he? She cast about in confusion. “But I thought you said I was 

meeting him! Dear me. What a dreadful muddle. Perhaps I got my times mixed 

up. Or perhaps it was the seventh tree, twelfth row instead of the twelfth tree, 

seventh row. I burnt his note, you see, in the fireplace.” 

 Wallingford folded his arms and regarded her steadily. “Well played, 

madam. I commend you. My friend Burke, I must concede, is an exceptionally 

lucky man.” 
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 “Mr. Burke is twenty times the man you’ll ever be.” She folded her own 

arms. “Your Grace.” (133) 

 

Upon hearing this, Finn realizes that Alexandra loves him. Gray rewrites the scene to further the 

couples’ relationships along with revealing the men’s feelings to one another. In Love’s Labour’s 

Lost the women do not feature within the scene in the park. Gray presents her heroines as more 

active in their courtship. Also, by incorporating both genders into the scene, she further 

complicates Shakespeare’s original plot.  

Gray hints at a mystery behind the poem with Finn’s comment on the number of iambs, 

but only reveals the truth about the poem in the next novel, A Gentleman Never Tells. Roland, 

the hero in this novel, sends the heroine, Elizabeth, a note asking her to meet him in the orchard. 

When he arrives, he notices Burke hiding behind a tree and endeavors to annoy him: 

He glanced again at Burke’s lingering figure. No, really. He shouldn’t. 

Too wicked of him.  

He patted his jacket pocket and found the scrap of paper and pencil stub he 

usually carried about him, in case of emergency. Then he cast about before him 

for a crisp old stick and stepped on it. Loudly.  

A hasty rustling movement took place up ahead.  

“Still, still, still,” he murmured, projecting his voice forward. “Pill? Kill? 

Oh, God, no. Mill? Hang it all. Shall have to try something else.”  

He peered above the top edge of the paper and saw a sliver of tweed jacket 

along the edge of a tree.  

He continued with enthusiasm. … 

The most jolly awful poetry he’d ever composed, in fact. He was quite 

proud. He arranged himself against the knobbled trunk of an ancient peach tree 

and gazed up in rapture toward the blossom-crossed midnight sky. (164) 

 

Rather than being a love-sick swain, Roland composes the poem to annoy his friend. In changing 

the intention behind the poetry, Gray adds a new twist and humor to the scene. Readers can 

participate in the joke, knowing that Finn thought the poem was real and experiencing his 

suffering again along with Roland. The men already know that they have broken their promise 
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and fallen in love, so the scene functions as humor rather than a revelation of the male’s 

emotions.  

 Gray infuses even more humor through the mistaken letter. Roland’s note asking 

Elizabeth to meet him is given to a servant instead. When she arrives at the orchard for an 

assignation, he momentarily thinks she is Elizabeth and kisses her. He is shocked to realize he 

kissed the wrong woman:  

 “You’re the…what the devil…” 

 “Signore?” 

 “Francesca?” 

 “Si, signore.” A little sob broke from her throat. “You 

ask…you…letter…” 

 “Letter?”  

 Her hand disappeared from his arm and made some movement at her 

skirts. His brain spun around in dizzy circles. The letter. The letter for Sir Edward. 

He’d given it to Francesca to post in the village.  

 Hadn’t he?  

 A piece of paper entered his hand. He looked down. It was heavy, folded 

over twice. He opened it with numb fingers. In the shadows, he couldn’t make out 

the words, but he recognized the shape and size of the lines, could even read it to 

himself from memory.  

 Eleven o’clock in the peach orchard. My heart is yours.  

 Francesca’s voice crept into his ears, pleading. “Maria…she know the 

inglese, she say…” 

 “Oh God.” He crushed his fist against his skull. (170) 

 

Whereas in Love’s Labour’s Lost the incorrectly delivered letters serve to prove Biron’s love, in 

the novel the letter functions mostly as a complication to the romance. The scene adds both 

humor and a new problem for Roland to overcome. Gray appropriates Shakespeare’s plot devices 

in ways that infuse humor into her novel and that further develop the love plots.  

 In A Duke Never Yields, it is the heroine that hides and overhears the conversation, 

flipping the dynamic from the previous books: 

 But no sooner had she scaled the branches and settled herself into her 

blossom-scented arbor, when Phineas Burke had settled himself against the very 

trunk of the tree into which she’d climbed.  
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 She was trapped, trapped like a… well, like a cat in a tree.  

 Then Lord Roland had come along, muttering poetry, apparently waiting 

for Lilibet. Then everyone had run into hiding as Wallingford crashed through the 

branches with his glorious, heedless stride.  

 And then Alexandra had appeared. (137) 

 

Unlike the heroes, Abagail sees all of the events in the orchard. Whereas Finn spied on 

Alexandra, Abagail overhears everything. Gray gives her the most information and, therefore, 

the most power in the scene. Both Abagail and Alexandra are active participants in their love 

plots, seeking out their beloved and ignoring societal conventions. Gray gives her female 

characters the most agency of those discussed in this chapter.  

  The final novel ends with a plot twist that coincides with the ladies’ decision at the end of 

Shakespeare’s play. After the abrupt announcement of the death of the Princess’s father, the 

women announce they must leave. The former princess, now Queen, tells the King that if he 

wishes to marry her he must prove himself: 

Your oath I will not trust, but go with speed 

To some forlorn and naked hermitage 

Remote from all the pleasures of the world. 

There stay until the twelve celestial signs 

Have brought about the annual reckoning. 

It this austere, insociable life 

Change not your offer made in heat of blood; 

If frosts and fasts, hard lodging and thin weeds 

Nip not the gaudy blossoms of your love, 

But that it bear this trial and last love, 

Then at the expiration of the year 

Come challenge me, challenge me by these deserts, 

And, by this virgin palm now kissing thine, 

I will be thine (5.2.776-89)  

 

He must spend a year apart from society to demonstrate the depth of his feelings for her. After 

that time, the couple can marry. Abagail makes a similar suggestion to her new husband 

Wallingford. He worries that he will be unfaithful despite his love for her. So she presents him 

with the Queen’s challenge: 
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“So you don’t really know, do you? Whether you can resist all the 

temptation to which the Duke of Wallingford is subject.” 

 “I can. I must. I love you too much to fail.” 

 The sheets rustled again, and a moment later he felt her hand against his 

back, and then her smooth cheek. “Listen to me,” she whispered. “I’ve been 

thinking, thinking a great deal. Wallingford, my love, my husband. Go from here. 

Spend a year on your own. The year of chastity you set out for yourself, the one I 

interrupted…” 

 He turned. “What the devil, Abagail? What are you talking about?” 

 “What’s a year, after all?” She put her hands around the back of his head. 

“There’s no more rush, no curse to be broken. I’ll wait for you. I’ll wait at the 

castle. Set off on your own, and scratch for your own worms.” She bent her head 

and kissed his chest. “I’ll keep your tender heart right here, safe between my 

hands.” (273) 

 

Instead of being a test of if the men are always as fickle as they seem, Gray reframes the waiting 

period as a chance to prove that Wallingford is truly a reformed rake. One of the big changes 

here is that the test comes after their wedding and the suggestion is even made while they are in 

bed together. Abagail is not turning him away, but instead offering Wallingford the opportunity 

he needs to prove to himself that he can be the husband he wants to be. Whereas Shakespeare 

does not include what happens after a year has passed, Gray offers a more satisfying conclusion 

by depicting Wallingford’s early return from his time away: “‘Well, I was going to stay the full 

year, just to prove I could. But then I thought, why the devil? I’d done what I meant to do. Why 

spend another month away from you?’” (281). Readers get their assurance that the characters’ 

love is real and the couple get their happily ever after, stronger now because Wallingford trusts 

himself.  

 When romance novelists adapt Shakespeare’s more comedic works, they tend to refocus 

on the female characters, expanding those roles in ways that give the women more agency.  

Sometimes this involves inverting the plot of Shakespeare’s text to make the woman the active 

figure, such as in James’s The Taming of the Duke. Yet, no matter how much they change 

Shakespeare’s works, these authors still associate their texts with his in ways that potentially 
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elevate their novels over others in the genre. These alterations also enable authors to minimize 

elements which would offend readers (e.g. starving one’s intended wife until she submits to his 

authority). They focus on the elements of his text that suit their purpose and change or ignore the 

rest, such as James’s use of The Taming of the Shrew in Kiss Me, Annabel. In rewriting 

Shakespeare’s plays, authors both connect their novels to Shakespeare’s text and reinterpret his 

plays to suit modern sensibilities.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

“ALL’S WELL THAT ENDS WELL”:  

TURNING SHAKESPEAREAN TRAGEDY INTO ROMANCE 

 

 In this chapter, I analyze how romance authors rework Shakespearean tragedies to make 

them fit the romance novel’s “happily-ever-after” narrative. I consider both romances that 

rewrite familiar scenes from Shakespeare’s plays and those that adapt the play more fully. 

Historical romance authors allude to Shakespeare’s tragedies far more often than to his 

comedies. A numerical breakdown of the novels in my sample emphasizes the surprising 

popularity of the tragedies (see table 4).  

The most popular play is Hamlet, to which 114 of the 539 romances I surveyed allude, 

about 21 percent. The next most popular, Romeo and Juliet, at least features a love story, making 

it more relevant to romance novels. It is alluded to in 109 novels, or 20 percent. In 67 novels, 

authors allude to the rather unromantic Macbeth. The only comedy that comes close to the 

number of allusions to the tragedies is Midsummer Night’s Dream which is alluded to in 59. But 

then the next most popular play is Othello, which is alluded to in 39, more than the rest of the 

comedies, though The Taming of the Shrew is close behind, appearing in 37 of the novels. 

Romance authors are clearly more interested in alluding to Shakespeare’s tragedies than his other 

works. One explanation for the use of tragedies could be the likelihood of reader familiarity with 

these texts, as more of them are taught in school. A study conducted by the Center for the 

Learning and Teaching of Literature found that Romeo and Juliet, Macbeth, Julius Caesar, and 
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Hamlet were consistently in the top ten book-length works taught in public, Catholic, and 

independent schools in the United States (Applebee).  

Table 4 Most Shakespearean Allusions by Play
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I argue that along with the desire to use familiar texts, romance authors also actively 

rewrite Shakespeare’s tragedies into romances. Authors either undercut the serious nature of 

tragedy by writing comic versions of popular scenes, or they change the outcome to allow the 

hero and heroine to overcome potential tragedy. In the latter type of adaptations, authors seem to 

desire to appropriate the emotional power of tragedy while altering the material to suit the 

romance novel narrative. Of these tragedies, the most frequently rewritten in my sample are 

Othello and Romeo and Juliet.  

When romance novelists refer to Hamlet or Othello, they refer to generalized thematic 

associations rather than to specific internal conflicts and moral complications experienced by the 

protagonists. At times, authors turn to the tragedies for a source of conflict, setting up the barrier 

that can be overcome in the setting of the romance novel.  The appropriated plays thus become 

less serious and less “tragic.” Within a tragedy, the hero cannot avoid the ultimate tragic 

outcome of the plot. But within romance novels, heroes can be educated out of their tragic flaws 

and the dangers of fate can be outwitted. The appeal of these novels seems tied up in the desire 

not only for escape through fantasy, but also the desire to be able to overcome obstacles, 

specifically class and social barriers, with relative ease and guaranteed success.  

Shakespeare’s tragedies could be particularly appealing given readers’ desire for a 

powerful threat to the “happily-ever-after” conclusion. Readers want the barrier to the romance 

to be significant and challenging. In “Love Conquers All: The Warrior Hero and the Affirmation 

of Love,” Elizabeth Lowell articulates romance readers’ desire for high stakes in romance:  

Romance readers know that love fails in real life; they want the believable 

possibility of love’s failure in their fiction. They want love to be tested to the 

limits of its power to heal and transcend. They want the power of creation to 

battle with the power of destruction. They want to balance on the razor edge of 

the abyss of despair. And then they want to soar in triumph, their belief in love’s 

constructive power affirmed by a battle hard fought and well won. (91) 
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A romance novel must include a chance for a negative outcome in order to be powerful. The 

threat of a tragic conclusion makes the happy ending more meaningful to the reader: “The course 

of true love must run as rough as a mountain cascade, for it is the steepness of the grade that 

brings out the seething power and beauty hidden in still water” (95).  Utilizing familiar tragic 

situations efficiently provides that threat and allows authors to focus on describing the 

relationship rather than the conflict.  

 Moreover, romance authors continually attempt to evoke emotional responses from 

readers. Failing to do so could end a writer’s career, a point Mary Jo Putney stresses in 

“Welcome to the Dark Side”: 

Which brings me to one of the principal reasons that people read romance: for the 

emotion. While the best books of any genre create vivid characters and 

memorable relationships, romance is the only genre that by definition centers on 

feelings and relationships rather than on plot or abstract concepts. The most 

popular romance writers are those who have the ability to evoke strong emotional 

responses and make readers care about the characters. (100) 

 

In rewriting serious scenes into comedy, romance authors can subvert expectations and increase 

the humor of the situation. Adapting tragedies more fully allows characters to overcome greater 

obstacles. The threat of a tragic outcome can therefore elevate the stakes of the novel. As Putney 

explains, “Dark stories that deal with intense emotions can provide catharsis and insight into 

painful problems” (103).   

Of Shakespeare’s plays, Othello is not the most obvious choice for source material for a 

romance novel, since it ends when Othello murders his wife in a jealous rage. Moreover, the play 

has few romantic scenes to emulate, as much of the action is focused on Iago’s plot to increase 

Othello’s jealousy. Revisions of Othello concentrate mainly on rewriting the outcome of the 

mistaken jealousy in the original work. Whereas Othello’s jealousy leads him to kill Desdemona 
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as well as himself, romance novel heroes are able to overcome their emotions through 

conversations with their wives. Sabrina Jeffries and Jo Beverly feature jealousy originating from 

misunderstandings between the couples rather than from malicious outsiders. Mary Balogh’s 

hero uncovers a plot to discredit the heroine that corresponds with Iago’s in Othello. These 

revisions depict a more level-headed and clever hero, who believes the heroine when she 

explains the truth. Shakespeare’s work is therefore a source for the big misunderstanding8 that 

guides readers to consider the potentially tragic consequences for the couples. But these versions 

drastically simplify Shakespeare’s text and generally ignore the issues of race and power that 

infuse Othello. Just as the taming plot has been modified to focus on the heroine and give her 

more agency, sensitive issues like race are sidestepped in adaptations of tragedy to make these 

plots more palatable to modern audiences.  

In After the Abduction, Sabrina Jeffries signals a subplot’s connection to Othello by 

quoting the play at the beginning of the chapter dealing with Griff’s misguided jealousy of his 

wife’s time spent with another man: “Trifles light as air/Are to the jealous confirmations 

strong/As proofs of holy writ” (256). The citation identifies this passage as underlined in Griff’s 

copy of Shakespeare’s Othello, firmly linking the subplot to the play. The passage is part of 

Iago’s explanation of his plan: 

I will in Cassio’s lodging lose this napkin, 

And let him find it. Trifles light as air 

Are to the jealous confirmations strong 

As proofs of holy writ. This may do something. 

The Moor already changes with my poison. 

Dangerous conceits are in their natures poisons 

Which at the first are scarce found to distaste, 

                                                 
8 Romance authors and critics identify the “big misunderstanding” as a plot device whereby 

misapprehension causes conflict between the hero and heroine. These misunderstandings are 

never as dire as in Shakespeare’s play, as the readers always know the hero and heroine will 

eventually realize the truth before any tragic consequences.  
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But, with a little act upon the blood, 

Burn like the mines of sulfur. (3.3.325-33) 

 

Iago both clarifies how the handkerchief will further his plot and how easily jealousy can 

escalate. In After the Abduction, Griff becomes increasingly concerned about the time his wife 

spends with the hero, not realizing his wife acts as a chaperone for his sister to court the hero. 

His wife’s true secret is her quest for treatments to help her conceive a child. He repeatedly 

misinterprets her actions and secrecy, believing she has developed an emotional attachment to 

the hero, though Griff never thinks his wife would act on those feelings. Rather than an Iago 

figure, it is Griff’s own jealousy that initially causes him to doubt his wife. Eventually, Griff’s 

jealousy becomes overwhelming and he confronts Rosalind: 

Turning away, he strode to a chair and gripped the back of it, as if only by holding 

onto something could keep him from drowning. “I’m not a fool, Rosalind, no 

matter what you think. I know that you’re a little…enamoured of Templemore. 

But if you expect me to stand by and watch while you like that…that 

blackguard—” 

 “Whatever are you babbling about?” Rosalind cut in. “I’m ‘enamored’ of 

his lordship? Why in God’s name would you think that?” 

 When he faced her again, he looked lost. “Don’t make it worse by lying 

about it. I’m not blind. I knew when we left Shropshire that you and Juliet had 

lied to me about why she pretended to be sick. But I told myself it was just your 

matchmaking, that it didn’t mean anything. Even though you’d lied about that 

cottage you obviously went to with him. And despite that time you went riding 

with him alone before I was awake. Not to mention the whispering in corners 

or—” He broke off with a curse. “But when I see him kiss your hand and hear that 

he’d been to visit you privately this morning…when I see you smile at him or…or 

praise him or—” 

 “Oh my God,” she whispered, rousing herself from her stunned silence. 

“You thought—I can’t believe that you thought…” her own temper got the better 

of her. “Why, you…big…idiot!” Striding right up to him, she punched him in the 

chest. 

 “Ow! That hurt!” 

 “Good! You thought there was something between me and Lord 

Templemore? Templemore, for God’s sake?” 

 Rubbing the spot where she’d punched him, he eyed her warily. “No! 

Well…I mean, I know you’d never cuckold me, but—” At the word cuckold, she 

started to punch him again, and he caught her fist. “I thought you might…you 

know…have some sort of infatuation for him,” he finished lamely. (345-6) 
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Whereas in Othello Desdamona’s pleas do not save her, Rosalind stands up for herself. She 

actually commits the only violence in the scene by punching her husband. Jeffries gives Rosalind 

more power and strengthens Griff’s character so he can listen to his wife and believe her 

explanations. While jealousy overwhelms both Griff and Othello, Griff never resorts to violence 

and listens to his wife. Compared to Othello, Griff’s jealousy is more mild and acceptable to 

readers, although not to his wife. Jeffries presents Griff as a reasonable man who could be talked 

out of his jealousy. This scene makes him potentially more appealing as a hero, since he cares 

enough to be jealous, but trusts his wife enough to believe her. Griff acknowledges that he was a 

fool to be jealous in the first place: 

With a heartfelt sigh, he rubbed his hand over his face. “I’m not angry at 

you, darling. I’m angry at myself. For leaping to conclusions, for not listening to 

what you wanted.” His voice dropped guiltily. “For not trusting you. I’m a 

jealous—” 

“—‘idiot’ works nicely for me.” All her anger had returned. To think that 

he could believe her capable of such a betrayal!  

He nodded earnestly. “Yes, idiot. If you only knew the tortures I’ve put 

myself through…” (348) 

 

His wife scolds him and then reassures him of her love. They then address all their other 

concerns—leading to a stronger, happier marriage. The characters easily overcome the threat to 

their relationship once they talk to one another. In the end, they are happier than they were at the 

beginning of the novel. The invocation of Othello in the novel suggests the potential of 

misunderstanding and jealousy to have tragic consequences. Shakespeare’s play therefore serves 

as a source of conflict for the relationship, the barrier in Regis’s terms.   

 In Jo Beverly’s An Unwilling Bride, the heroine, Beth, sees parallels to her relationship 

with her husband in a production of Othello. Her reaction is similar to those discussed in chapter 

one. Beth identifies elements in the play that correspond with her relationship. One of the main 
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conflicts in the novel stems from a misunderstanding between the hero and heroine. Early on in 

their relationship, Beth tells the hero that she is a follower of Mary Wollstonecraft. He believes 

that means she practices free love and is not a virgin. The thought makes it difficult for him to 

trust her. It takes most of the book for him to realize his mistake. Beth realizes the potential for 

serious consequences for their relationship while watching the production: 

The great Kean was playing Iago with truly menacing cunning. The 

actress playing the part of Desdemona was an ethereal vision with soft white hair 

rippling loose down her back, her gown of floating white and silver scattered with 

twinkling stars. A few lines had even been added to the play to refer to this 

whiteness, contrasting it with the Moor’s black.  

Beth had always thought Desdemona an interesting part, her plight that of 

a woman maligned and stripped of her reputation. For the first time she saw 

similarities to her own situation except that she had destroyed her reputation 

herself, and she and her husband had managed to sort it all out. She shivered 

slightly when she thought of the end of the play, Othello strangling his wife in a 

jealous rage. It was fortunate that she and Lucien were more sensible – and yes, 

self-controlled – than the characters on the stage. (228-9) 

 

This scene indicates the novel’s revision of Othello.9 The connection between the works would 

likely go unnoticed if Beth did not attend the production. Beverly appropriates Shakespeare’s 

tragedy to demonstrate that jealousy and misunderstandings could destroy a couple. Beth’s 

physical reaction, “shivering” when she realizes what could have happened, emphasizes the 

seriousness of the threat. By comparing Lucien and Beth to Othello and Desdemona, Beverly 

illustrates the strength of the former’s bond and the power of love in romance.  

A similar desire to turn this tragedy into romance appears in Mary Balogh’s Slightly 

Dangerous. Balogh adapts the play more fully, integrating plot elements throughout her novel. 

The Duke of Bewcastle courts the heroine, Christine Derrick. Late in the novel, Christine’s 

cousin reveals that they had been watching Othello: “Lady Rannulf is a magnificent actress. For 

                                                 
9 The scene also presents historical details the readers might enjoy such as Kean playing Iago. He 

is the only real actor from the period that Beverly includes. The rest are all created for the novel. 
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a few minutes I quite forgot that she was not indeed poor Desdemona about to be murdered by 

Othello” (310-1). This comment appears to be of little significance until shortly thereafter, when 

the duke reveals a plot which echoes Othello. In Shakespeare’s play, Iago incites Othello’s 

jealousy in part by planting suggestions without explicitly accusing Desdemona: 

IAGO. O, beware, my lord, of jealousy. 

It is the green-eyed monster which doth mock 

The meat it feeds on. That cuckold lives in bliss 

Who, certain of his fate, loves not his wronger. 

But, O, what damnèd minutes tells he o'er 

Who dotes, yet doubts— suspects, yet soundly loves! 

OTHELLO. O misery! 

IAGO. Poor and content is rich, and rich enough, 

But riches fineless is as poor as winter 

To him that ever fears he shall be poor. 

Good God the souls of all my tribe defend 

From jealousy! (3.3.169-79) 

 

Iago implies that Othello might have a reason to be jealous without actually accusing anyone. He 

instructs Othello to observe Desdemona and decide for himself if he can trust her, which again 

implies that he cannot. Throughout Balogh’s novel, people repeatedly single out Christine as a 

flirt; her own relatives even turn against her and warn the duke away from her. Christine’s first 

husband was a jealous man who grew increasingly so during their marriage. The duke reveals 

that this is likely due to her best friend Justin, who frequently defends Christine’s actions. 

Suddenly, Christine and her relatives realize what has been going on: rather than make Christine 

appear innocent, Justin’s defenses planted the seed in her first husband’s mind which spurred a 

deadly duel. The duke reveals Justin’s plan:  

“I was told [by Justin] this morning,” the duke said, “as I rode home from 

Alvesley with Magnus that Mrs. Derrick must not be blamed for responding to the 

attentions of the Marquess of Attingsborough or accused of being a flirt, since the 

man concerned is an experienced rake. I was told she cannot help the effect she 

has on men like Attingsborough and Kitredge and myself. That is just the way she 

is—though she is understandably ambitious to win for herself the highest-ranking 

title she can acquire. I was told that if he knew of hundreds of indiscretions of 
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Mrs. Derrick’s instead of dozens, he would defend her every time because that is 

what friends do. I was told that though Mrs. Derrick was alone for more than an 

hour with a gentleman the day before her husband’s death, he had willingly 

provided her with an alibi because he trusted her.” (315)  

 

Since Justin’s plan mirrors Iago’s behavior in Othello, the duke’s discovery seems plausible with 

the plot of the play already in mind. This novel does not outwardly identify itself as a revision of 

Shakespeare’s play. Still, Balogh rewrites Othello with a happy ending. The hero is able to 

identify whom to trust in this novel and make the proper choice, unlike Othello. The duke does 

not allow others to interfere in their romance and instead reveals Justin’s plot. Thus the lovers 

defeat Justin through the duke’s intelligence and the strength of their relationship. In this 

instance, Shakespeare’s tragedy provides conflict and the threat against their happiness that the 

characters overcome. The connection to Othello indicates the severity of that threat—only 

together can the hero and heroine foil Justin’s plan. In all of these novels, the characters are able 

to avoid the tragic fates of Othello and Desdemona, ostensibly by being sensible enough to 

realize their mistakes and communicate with one another. The stakes for the success of their 

relationships become greater with the possibility of death and destruction associated with 

Shakespeare’s play.  

 When romance novelists rewrite Romeo and Juliet they understandably tend to focus on 

the early parts of the couple’s relationship. A number of authors rework the balcony scene, either 

to present their heroes as highly romantic or as ridiculous. In both types of reworkings, the 

authors ignore most of the plot of the play and generally only use certain details that they can fit 

into their narratives. The authors can assume that readers know the general story of Romeo and 

Juliet which allows them to use the couple as shorthand for any unlikely or unlucky couples. But 

in romance novels, the characters all insist their relationship will end better, with good cause. 

The real issue is why so many authors link their couples to Shakespeare’s star-crossed lovers. 



 

94 

 

Romeo and Juliet have become the cultural shorthand for true love against all odds. Romance 

novelists attempt to associate their couples with Shakespeare’s star-crossed couple in part to 

emphasize that their characters are fated for one another. To do so, novelists either accentuate or 

undercut the tragic element of Shakespeare’s text. Some of the authors attempt to make the 

happily-ever-after outcome more powerful by suggesting a potentially tragic outcome for their 

characters. This is particularly the case in works that include more thorough revisions such as 

Kasey Michaels’s The Return of the Prodigal. Other authors subvert reader expectations by 

turning the play into a comedy. The impulse seems to be either to make the play ridiculous or 

depict characters overcoming the potentially tragic outcome. Either way, authors allude to 

Romeo and Juliet twice as often as any of the comedies, so clearly this play in particular appeals 

to romance writers. 

 One way romance authors attempt to turn Romeo and Juliet into romance is by rewriting 

the balcony scene. In doing so, the authors often instill humor into the dramatic moment. The 

juxtaposition of a famous serious, romantic scene with humor emphasizes the positive emotional 

aspect of love while maintaining a light-hearted feel. These adaptations focus on the joy of love 

rather than potential heartache. In To Wed a Wicked Earl, Olivia Parker turns the scene into 

something ridiculous: 

 “Goodnight, goodnight! Parting is such sweet—” 

 A fat pot of pink begonias sailed through the crisp evening air and crashed 

upon the lawn in a scrambled mess of broken porcelain, water, and abused 

blooms. 

 Apparently, standing below the second-floor window of one’s beloved 

whilst quoting Shakespeare didn’t hold the exact air of shiver-inducing sentiment 

one would expect. Especially if the man doing all the quoting was most definitely 

drunk…and terribly unwanted, if the objects being tossed out the window were 

any indication. (33-4) 
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Instead of star-struck lovers, Parker presents an inebriated hero babbling at the window of an 

uninterested woman. Already, the scene has lost its romantic ambience, presenting the hero as a 

figure of jest and the woman he courts as uninterested in his attentions. These adaptations tend to 

reduce Shakespeare’s plays to key themes and scenes, ignoring the context that does not suit 

their needs.  The heroine looks on as the hero recites lines from the balcony scene in Romeo and 

Juliet and neighbors toss flower pots and boots at him: 

“‘What’s in a name?’” The man tucked in the shadows suddenly 

proclaimed, his deep voice booming loudly in the dark, making Charlotte nearly 

jump out of the thick, wooly stockings she wore to bed. “‘That which we call a 

rose by any other name would smell as sweet.’” 

After punctuating the quote with an ill-timed hiccup, he took two long, 

lazy strides out from under the shelter of the tree…and then promptly had to duck 

for cover under the branches.  

Add one large boot to the inventory of objects across the ground. 

Charlotte gasped. Not because of the boot, although that was indeed 

unexpected. No, her breath caught for she had finally recognized the inebriated 

man. 

It was none other than Lord Rothbury’s renowned profligate, devious 

debaucher, and gambler of cards, horse, and numerous women. Not to mention 

her reluctant rescuer from the night of the Bride Hunt Ball last autumn. (38) 

 

This revision does not cast the hero in a romantic light, but instead makes him appear foolish. In 

Romeo and Juliet, Romeo proves his love for Juliet by coming to her balcony, as he faces 

genuine risk to do so. His actions demonstrate to Juliet that his attentions are serious. Therefore, 

the balcony scene presents an emotional connection between the hero and the heroine despite the 

threats against their love. In Parker’s novel, the scene does the opposite. The hero’s attempts to 

court another woman and his drunken recitation leave much to be desired. Rather than 

romanticizing Romeo’s wooing, Parker demonstrates just how ridiculous such actions could be 

in practice. By the end of the scene, the heroine feels mostly pity for him. 
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 Unlike Juliet, the heroine is able to come down from her balcony and interact with the 

hero. By attempting to help him despite his obnoxious behavior, the heroine takes on a more 

active role in the scene:   

“My lord? Are you all right?” 

Rothbury inhaled the fresh, almost lemon-tinged air wafting before him, 

the scent seeping deep into his lungs coaxing forth an unexpected pang of 

responsiveness. 

Eyes of sapphire blurred and spun before his gaze. “Tempt not a desperate 

man.” 

“I believe that’s enough Shakespeare for one evening, my lord.” (46) 

 

In this instance, the heroine does not appreciate the hero’s use of Shakespeare, as the context 

demonstrates a tendency towards rash and scandalous behavior of which a proper woman should 

not approve. Moreover, she observes this scene rather than being the recipient of these actions 

which allows her to judge them without emotional entanglement. Charlotte is not being wooed 

with Shakespeare at this point in the novel, but rather saving the hero from further injury. In this 

novel at least, one should not emulate Romeo and Juliet if one wishes a successful wooing. The 

balcony scene becomes representative of rash behavior and untrustworthy declarations of love. 

Later, when the hero comes to the heroine’s window to woo her, Parker takes a distinctly 

different tone:  

Pulling her night rail more snuggly under her chin, she stepped onto the 

small balcony and looked down into the kitchen garden below. 

A tall, achingly handsome, tawny-haired scoundrel stood grinning up at 

her, one hand behind his back. 

Rothbury. 

It was in that very moment that she realized she loved him. With all her 

heart. He was her friend, recently her lover, and now and forever, her husband. It 

was all quite remarkable. She could only hope someday he might come to love 

her half as much. Physical love, he was an expert at, but real love? How could a 

man raised by a band of rapscallions know anything about love? 

“What are you doing here?” She whispered. 

“Looking for a way up.” 

A sneaking suspicion nagged at her. “Have you been friendly with the 

whiskey bottle again?” 
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His laugh was low, sultry. “No. I’ve only had a splash of brandy.” 

“What? No Shakespeare for me?” 

His grin turned wry. “No. No Shakespeare. But I do have these.” From 

behind his back, he brought out a fist full of pink tulips, their blooms closed 

against the night.” (338-9) 

 

In this second version of the balcony scene, the hero rejects Shakespeare, offering her flowers 

and his own words instead. As he climbs up to see her, the heroine worries that he will fall. 

Within Parker’s novel, Romeo’s courtship is initially presented as inauthentic and ridiculous, 

turning what was an emotional scene into a silly one. But since Parker returns to the balcony for 

this moment, she clearly wants to echo the earlier scene and rewrite it as something more 

genuine and heartfelt. It is in this scene that Charlotte comes to believe he really loves her, as he 

cannot stay away and has come to sleep in her room because he cannot bear to be apart from her 

for the night. By first rewriting Shakespeare’s scene as inauthentic and ridiculous, Parker 

emphasizes the true feelings shared by her characters in the second version. The balcony scene 

depends not on “mere show” but on the feelings running underneath.  

 Another minor rewriting of this scene occurs in Teresa Medeiros’s Some Like it Wicked: 

She ran to the window and leaned out to find Simon Wescott lying on the ground 

below in a disgruntled tangle of long arms and legs, splintered trellis fragments, 

and rose bush branches. It was hardly the dashing sight she had envisioned neath 

her window while strumming a lute or gazing tenderly up at her, one hand clasped 

to his heart while he recited, What light through yonder window breaks? It is the 

east, and Catriona is the sun! 

 She bit back a grin, telling herself that the giddiness coursing through her 

was only relief that he hadn’t broken his fool neck. (76) 

 

By falling, the hero fails to live up to his Shakespearean predecessor, which the heroine notes. 

But she is no less charmed by his actions. The author rewrites Romeo into a comedic hero 

suitable for a modern romance novel. The hero is more nuanced and genuine than Romeo. These 

authors subvert expectations of the balcony scene. In a way, these two versions appear to present 

a more realistic account of this type of moment. The men attempt a grand gesture and instead 
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look foolish, but the women still fall in love with these would-be Romeos. Significantly, these 

couples avoid the bad ends of their predecessors in part because of more realistic expectations of 

courtship.  

 Moreover the characters in these novels at times explicitly state that they will not end up 

like their Shakespearean predecessors even as they wish to be associated with them. In Jacquie 

D’Alessandro’s Confessions at Midnight, a minor character professes a desire to rewrite the 

tragedy: “‘Matthew and I will be attired as Romeo and Juliet,’ said Sarah, ‘except in our version 

of the story clearly neither of them die, as we are older than the teenage lovers. And besides, I 

cannot abide unhappy endings’” (11). Her view aligns with the “happily-ever-after” drive of 

romance novels. Yet she turns to the tragic figures for her costumes despite the ending of their 

romance. She decides to rewrite the ending to make it suit her relationship, much as romance 

authors consistently rewrite Shakespeare’s plays to suit the genre.  

In Julia Quinn’s What Happens in London most of the initial courtship occurs while the 

hero and heroine talk to one another through their windows. During one of these conversations, 

the couple discuss a novel the heroine has been reading: 

 She held it up with two hands, right in front of her face, then moved it to 

the side so that she could see him. “It is ridiculous!” 

 He nodded agreeably. “I thought it might be.” 

 “Miss Butterworth’s mother gets pecked to death by pigeons!”  

 He fought a chuckle. “Do you know, I think that might make it 

considerably more interesting to me.” 

 “Pigeons, Sir Harry! Pigeons!” 

 He grinned up at her. He felt a bit like Romeo to her Juliet, minus the 

feuding families and poison. 

 And with pigeons. (184) 

 

The hero is amused to view their courtship as Romeo and Juliet. He clearly associates the lovers 

more with the balcony scene than the rest of the play. Like other lovers (and authors), he ignores 

the ending of the play when it suits his purpose. The only real reason to compare them to Romeo 
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and Juliet without “the feuding families and poison” is because Shakespeare’s couple is cultural 

shorthand for ideal lovers. He has her toss him the book:  

 “Next time try a gentle toss,” he grumbled. 

 “What would be the fun in that?” 

 Forget Romeo and Juliet. This was much closer to The Taming of the 

Shrew. He looked up. She had pulled up a chair and was now sitting right by her 

open window, waiting with an expression of exaggerated patience. (190) 

 

The hero clearly likes the idea of them as Shakespearean figures, as he starts with a tragedy then 

turns to the comedy when she injures him. His allusion transforms a rather mundane courtship, 

composed mainly of talking through windows, into something entertaining and theatrical in 

nature. In alluding to Shakespeare’s works, the hero not only signals his emotional availability, 

like the heroes discussed in chapter three, but also demonstrates the desire to view his 

relationship something truly meaningful, like a romance in Shakespeare.  

 In Seduction of a Proper Gentleman, Victoria Alexander establishes a parallel between 

the hero and heroine, Oliver and Kathleen, and Shakespeare’s doomed lovers. Their families 

were “cursed” because of a longstanding feud between them (19-20). Kathleen is brought to 

Oliver’s home unconscious and when she wakes up, she does not remember who she is or why 

she is there. Oliver decides to court her, unaware of her true identity. Unwittingly, she suggests 

that there might be enmity between their two families: 

“What if your family and mine are…are mortal enemies?” 

“My family has no mortal enemies. We are quite an unassuming lot, we 

rarely annoy anyone. At least, not all of us at once. But if we did have mortal 

enemies, then you and I shall be Romeo and Juliet.” 

“They did not end well.” A warning sounded in her voice. 

“We will end better,” he said firmly. (207) 

 

There is clearly a desire to connect these characters to Shakespeare’s tragic lovers, even as the 

authors rewrite the endings.  Just as readers of Romeo and Juliet often find themselves 

ruminating on the myriad ways the double suicide could have been averted, so too do these 
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characters. While the hero’s comments are dismissive, the heroine expressed true concern about 

their fates as a couple. She realizes that Romeo and Juliet are not an ideal example. But the hero 

is determined that their love could overcome any obstacle—as evidenced by his assertion that 

they “will end better.” Oliver is certain they have control over their fates, unlike Shakespeare’s 

lovers.  

 A similar feud occurs in Allison Lane’s novella “The Marriage Stakes” within A Regency 

Christmas Eve. When the heroine identifies the similarity between their situation and that of the 

tragic couple, the hero counters her much as Alexander’s does above: 

 “Not unlike Romeo and Juliet,” she murmured, though Westlake’s tale 

predated Shakespeare by nearly a century.  

 “Perhaps, though our story has a better ending.” (100).  

 

The heroes are certain of their happy endings even as the plot clearly connects them to 

Shakespeare’s doomed lovers. This reiteration demonstrates a clear desire to link the lovers to 

Shakespeare’s characters. The repeated assertion of having a happier ending emphasizes this 

impulse to rewrite tragedy into romance.  

In Suzanne Enoch’s “A Diamond or Forever” within Twice the Temptation the hero 

quickly falls in love with the heroine. He repeatedly links them to Romeo and Juliet even as he 

says he will not: 

A fortnight ago the idea that he would have met someone—crashed into 

her coach, actually—and then a week later decided they should marry would have 

sent him into spasms of laughter. He still couldn’t quite believe he’d known Gilly 

Munroe for only eight days. In fairy tales, or in Romeo and Juliet, perhaps, eyes 

met across crowded rooms and people fell for one another at first sight. He’d 

heard of such things in the actual world, but he’d never believed the accounts. 

Now he seemed to be one of those few who could make such claims. (129) 

 



 

101 

 

When the hero thinks of love at first sight, his example is Romeo and Juliet’s courtship, but that 

is not the ideal model for a relationship. So most of his allusions tend to be an attempt to negate 

the connection even as he makes it: 

He stood, drawing her to her feet with him. “We have known one another 

for a relatively short time,” he agreed. “I won’t bring up the fact that Romeo and 

Juliet married within three days of meeting, because I hardly consider them to be 

beacons of long-lasting love.” 

Her lips twitched. “I would agree with that.” 

“I am happy to court you, Evangeline,” he said, leaning down to kiss her 

soft, sweet mouth again. (148-9) 

 

But he does repeatedly bring them up, despite saying he will not. While his allusions to 

Shakespeare demonstrate his emotional availability as I will discuss in chapter four, these 

allusions also fit into the context of turning Romeo and Juliet into a romance. To do so requires 

either ignoring or rewriting the ending of the play. Having characters stress the differences 

between their love story and that of Romeo and Juliet emphasizes the desire to emulate the tragic 

couple as ideal lovers while transforming the ending into the desired “happily-ever-after” 

conclusion. 

 Other romance novels adapt Shakespeare’s tragic plot more fully. In The Return of the 

Prodigal, Kasey Michaels rewrites Romeo and Juliet, focusing on the love story between 

children of two warring families. Michaels’s story comes closest to a tragic outcome, as a history 

of violence exists between the lovers’ families. Yet, instead of the two leads killing themselves, 

the plot culminates in a dramatic scene in which the heroine stabs her father. In this instance, the 

only indication that the author is actively revising Shakespeare comes from a moment within the 

story where the heroine identifies herself as Juliet and the hero as Romeo:  

“Yes, I will consider that. I would make a good Juliet, don’t you think? 

And you could be my Romeo. You die every day.” 
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“Ah, now that’s not fair, Lisette. Only every other day, surely. And not 

today, even though you dragged me out in the middle of the night, and I’ve been 

in the saddle for the better part of twelve hours.” (98-9) 

 

This type of comment often relates more to the type of allusion identified as cultural literacy, as 

when readers see Romeo and Juliet it tends to invoke the idea of true love.  In this instance, the 

allusion signals that the novel rewrites Shakespeare’s play. This cue functions similarly to those I 

discuss in chapter one, where attending a production of a play emphasizes the connection 

between the novel and Shakespeare’s works, such as in The Heir and the Spare. Without this 

conversation, readers might not associate the hero and heroine with Romeo and Juliet. Doing so 

emphasizes the potential for a tragic outcome when a couple from feuding families falls in love. 

Their eventual victory becomes more meaningful because of the threat of death. 

 Romance novel authors continue to adapt Romeo and Juliet. Both Nicole Jordan and 

Eloisa James released novels on May 28, 2013 that involve Shakespeare’s tragic couple, Lover 

Be Mine and Once Upon a Tower. Jordan establishes her premise in a previous novel, Princess 

Charming, before completing her reworking in Lover Be Mine. Princess Charming begins a 

series of rewritings of classic tales. One of the characters, Katharine, informs her brother and 

cousins that they will need to consider famous literary couples to help them find the love of their 

lives: 

 “We have only to look to legendary lovers in history,” Katharine 

explained. “Literature is filled with classic, timeless tales of love that can lead us 

to find our own matches. In short, I am proposing that we attempt to follow in the 

footsteps of the world’s greatest lovers.” 

 The silence that greeted her suggestion was accompanied by blank stares 

and several pairs of raised eyebrows. 

 “I have researched very carefully,” Katharine went on doggedly, “and 

have spent countless hours quizzing Uncle Cornelius about various possibilities to 

fit our needs. His vast store of knowledge has proved invaluable.” 

 “What classic tales are you speaking of?” Skye asked. 

 Katharine answered readily. “Oh, you know—from Greek mythology, 

renowned authors such as Shakespeare, even fairy tales. In fact, based on my 
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research, I believe I can identify several possible ideal matches for us right here 

and now.” (51-2) 

 

Shakespeare is linked with myths and fairytales under her heading of legendary lovers, 

suggesting that Katharine is mostly interested in familiar stories rather than those that lend 

themselves to a romance in the real world. The repeated association of Shakespeare with 

fairytales emphasizes the reduction of Romeo and Juliet into shorthand for idealized lovers, just 

as fairytale princesses are shorthand for “true love” regardless of what goes on in Grimm’s 

versions. Princess Charming rewrites Cinderella, but Katharine tells Jack that his story is Romeo 

and Juliet. He reacts negatively based on the play’s plot: 

“The devil I will,” Jack responded roundly. “I’m not playing the role of the tragic 

lover who dies.” 

 Katharine gave a short laugh. “Of course you won’t die in your ending. 

What kind of ideal romance would that be? But trust me on this, Jack, you will 

reconsider once you meet your Juliet. She is quite beautiful.” (55-6) 

 

Katharine’s suggestion here is that Romeo and Juliet is a good model for a relationship, as long 

as the characters avoid killing themselves. All of Katharine’s other models for relationships are 

comedies or fairytales; her own story adapts The Taming of the Shrew. Yet she groups Romeo 

and Juliet among these. She later explains her idea: “I have found a possible Juliet to Jack’s 

Romeo, but there are serious impediments to the union—namely the long-standing feud between 

our families and even worse, the young lady’s imminent engagement to a duke. No doubt her 

parents will vociferously object to Jack’s courtship, although in his case, having royal blood 

could be his saving grace” (340). But why does she choose a match that has these impediments 

before they have even met? Katharine clearly feels that there is something to be gained from 

rewriting Romeo and Juliet into a romance for her relative. She feels that an ordinary love story 

and marriage are not enough for her family. They need to model their relationships after the 

famous couples in order to be successful. This suggests that authors, and by extension their 
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characters, feel the need to quantify the validity of their romance based on comparison to 

culturally-valued ones, such as Romeo and Juliet. 

 In Jack’s novel, Lover Be Mine, Jordan repeatedly emphasizes the connection to 

Shakespeare’s play. The blurb on the back cover reminds readers of the premise of the series: 

“As the wickedly seductive Wilde cousins seek true love by taking a page from history’s 

legendary love stories, Lord Jack Wilde plays a determined Romeo courting an enchanting 

Juliet.” Jordan reiterates this connection on page four as well as in many of the chapters for the 

rest of the novel. She clearly wishes to associate her text with Shakespeare’s, even as she 

changes most of the plot. The main connection between the two works is the existence of a feud 

between the two families. Jack’s relative killed Sophie’s great grandfather in a duel over a 

woman causing a long-standing enmity between their families. The feud is not the only obstacle 

in the lovers’ path. Sophie quickly becomes engaged to another man that her parents wish her to 

marry, echoing the Juliet-Paris subplot in Shakespeare’s play. Sophie’s aunt takes on the role 

played by the nurse in Romeo and Juliet by helping the lovers meet. There is no real confidant 

for Jack outside of the women in his family. The plot therefore has some superficial resemblance 

to Shakespeare’s play, but Jordan alters it greatly to suit her purpose.  

When Jack decides to court Sophie, Katharine is convinced that she was right: 

“Romeo and Juliet fits your situation perfectly, Jack. And what better way to 

honor our Wilde family legacy than to challenge a centuries-old feud and win the 

heart of our enemy’s daughter? If nothing else, you must admit the plight of star-

crossed lovers is highly romantic.”  

 Jack had to chuckle at his sister’s determination, but he suspected his 

desire for Sophie Fortin had little to do with the plot of the classic Shakespearean 

tragedy. (82) 

 

Both Jack and Sophie deny that there is any connection between them and Shakespeare’s couple, 

but the comparison keeps recurring within the novel. The couple’s first meeting is at a 
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masquerade ball, but unlike Juliet, Sophie knows who Jack is when they share their kiss. Jack 

tells her about his cousin’s idea during their discussion, saying, “‘You are supposed to be Juliet 

to my Romeo’” (14). The couple’s courtship occurs while both are considering how their story 

maps onto Romeo and Juliet. Most of their relationship does not follow Shakespeare’s play, but 

they keep returning to the idea that they could be those lovers: “Remembering Lady Katharine’s 

outlandish theory about them acting out Romeo and Juliet, Sophie shook her head. The very idea 

was preposterous. Unlike Shakespeare’s play, there could be no falling in love with Jack at first 

glance. She could have nothing to do with him” (33). Jack expresses similar doubts about their 

connection, “‘Kate’s scheme to have us play Montague and Capulet is completely deranged’” 

(39). They do not fall in love at first sight, though they do experience lust from the first meeting. 

In constantly comparing themselves to Romeo and Juliet, the couple adds a sense of fatalism and 

urgency to their relationship. 

 Other than the masquerade, the closest Jordan comes to rewriting a scene from Romeo 

and Juliet comes when the hero climbs up to the heroine’s window at a house party. He begins 

by throwing pebbles at her window rather than spotting her on a balcony, since she does not have 

one. When Sophie asks him what he doing climbing the building, Jack replies, “‘I am playing 

Romeo’” (110). He even calls her “fair Juliet” once he enters her room (111). They then discuss 

the feud while sitting on her bed, as Jack visits her to show her the diary which clears his 

ancestor from blame. This leads to them kissing on her bed, though they do not consummate 

their relationship at this point in the novel. Despite the fact that he leaves her in the early 

morning, Jordan does not include any allusions to the scene where Romeo leaves Juliet after 

spending the night with her. Jordan incorporates little Shakespearean language in her novel, 

though she mentions the characters and play frequently. She seems interested in connecting to 
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the general plot rather than to specific moments from Shakespeare’s work, other than the balcony 

scene. Her usage aligns with the more reductive representations of the plays found in many of 

these novels. Romeo and Juliet becomes shorthand for star-crossed lovers with the ball and 

balcony scenes as the key moments.  

 Some of her deviations from Shakespeare’s plot are substantial, as the lovers do not 

marry in secret and much of their courtship comes after Sophie’s aunt takes her to Paris and Jack 

more or less abducts her. While Sophie does eventually agree to marry him, it is with the caveat 

that they get her parents’ permission first. Sophie wants them to move beyond the feud before 

they become husband and wife. This change forces a different outcome from Romeo and Juliet 

as the couple works to overcome the obstacles that Shakespeare’s lovers could not. Moreover, 

they spend much more time discussing the situation with her parents. Jordan’s couple proves 

more introspective and practical than Shakespeare’s. By continually comparing them to Romeo 

and Juliet, Jordan demonstrates their maturity and selflessness that Shakespeare’s characters 

lack.  

When Jack gives up hope for their future briefly near the end of the novel and attempts to 

break off their relationship so Sophie is not disowned by her parents, he returns to Romeo and 

Juliet: 

 Evidently Sophie wasn’t giving up trying to persuade him, however, for 

she took another tack. “Jack…please, we are meant for each other. You know we 

are.” 

 “Like the lovers in a Shakespearean tragedy?” he replied, purposefully 

hardening his tone.  

 “Yes.” 

 He gave a humorless smile. “This is the point in the play where Romeo 

gets killed and Juliet takes poison, you realize.” 

 Her expression held hurt. “This is no laughing matter, Jack.” 

 “I didn’t intend it to be.” (292) 
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Jack believes that they are like the couple after all when they cannot see a “happily-ever-after” 

ending for them. And he sees ending the relationship as comparable to the suicide in 

Shakespeare’s work. But he does not give up, even though Sophie thinks he does. Instead, he 

does everything in his power to resolve the feud and make her parents accept him as a son-in-

law. The openness and willingness to fight for their relationship allow the couple to rewrite 

Shakespeare’s tragedy into romance. Communication is shown to avoid tragic consequences.  

 Based on reviews, readers responded positively to Jordan’s revision of Romeo and Juliet. 

The reviewer, Shayna, on the website Joyfully Reviewed comments specifically on the novel’s 

happy ending:  

I’m enchanted by Nicole Jordan’s Legendary Lovers series!  Lover Be Mine has 

star-crossed lovers, masquerades, family drama, and best of all, a lovely romance.  

I absolutely adored both Jack and Sophie; both are loving, loyal protagonists.  

They’re clearly perfect for one another, yet while the Wildes are no Montagues, 

the Fortins are definitely Capulets.  Ms. Jordan had me avidly turning the pages of 

Lover Be Mine, eager to see Jack and Sophie get a happier ending than their 

Shakespearean counterparts. 

 

Similar comments recur throughout the Amazon.com reviews of the novel. Readers clearly enjoy 

seeing the characters overcome the tragic fate of their Shakespearean predecessors, which might 

be one reason romance authors continually rewrite the tragedies. Readers already know some of 

the barriers that must be overcome to reach the happy ending and can anticipate how the author 

will resolve these conflicts.   

 In Eloisa James’s Once Upon a Tower, James explicitly signals the connection in much 

of her promotional material for the novel, calling it “Romeo meets Rapunzel” on her website. 

She says, “As a Shakespeare professor, I teach Romeo and Juliet every year—one would think 

the play held no mysteries for me. But lately I've been plagued by the question of what Romeo 

and Juliet’s marriage would look like if their parents hadn't been so grumpy.” James presents her 
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use of Shakespeare as clearly tied to her other profession as a scholar, suggesting that her use of 

the text differentiates her novel from others in the genre. She says, “Obviously, any Romeo must 

encounter a balcony (and Gowan does!). Once I thought up the balcony, I jumped to a 

tower…and in the end I modeled my heroine on Rapunzel.” She presents the novel as originating 

with Romeo and then turning into Rapunzel, which does fit with the way the allusions play out in 

the text. She spends much more time referencing Shakespeare than Rapunzel even though the 

novel is part of her series that rewrites fairytales. In the fairytale, Rapunzel is held captive in a 

tower. She has long hair which her captor uses to enter and exit the tower. The allusions to 

Rapunzel do not appear until late in the novel:  

 “You look like the princess in a fairy tale,” Layla said. Edie couldn’t quite 

manage a smile.  

 “Like Punzel,” Susannah put in. 

 “Who?”  

 “Punzel!”  

 “Oh, she means Rapunzel,” Layla exclaimed. “It’s your hair.” 

 Mary had braided her hair for bed, as she always had before Edie married 

and discovered that having a husband meant you had to let your hair tangle all 

night long. Another thing to be pleased about with regard to the demise of her 

marriage, she thought, adding it to a short list.  

 Edie picked up her fat braid and dropped it over the sill. It reached only a 

short way below.  

 “A prince can’t climb that,” Susannah said scornfully. “The lady in my 

book has hair so long that it trails right onto the ground.”  

 “Would you like to come in the door instead of climbing my inadequate 

braid?” (342) 

 

Without this passage, readers might not connect Edie’s sojourn in the tower with Rapunzel’s 

story. The heroine chooses to isolate herself in a tower as opposed to being locked away, giving 

her more agency than the trapped Rapunzel. Moreover, while it is possible to enter her tower 

through a door, she locks her husband out. The hero must scale the walls to prove himself to her.  

 James marketed her novel by emphasizing its relationship with Romeo and Juliet. On 

May 13, 2013 she wrote on Facebook, “What happens when Romeo meets Rapunzel? In print 
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May 28!” On May 21, she wrote, “Romeo meets Rapunzel!!” And then on May 22, she wrote, 

“Shakespeare Meets Disney; Romeo Gets Tangled; Rapunzel gets a Kiss…TOWER pubs in less 

than a week! Order now to get your copy on the first day.” The repetition indicates her desire to 

associate the work with its source material in what amount to advertisements for the novel. And 

readers respond positively to this description. Lisa Kay replied to the third post, “Shakespeare 

Meets Disney??? Bahaha.....now that sounds interesting and hilarious.” Dewi Ariani responded 

to James’s marketing with concerns about the tragic plot: “I hope without the tragic suicidal 

end.” Numerous others wrote variations of “Can’t wait to read it.” Once Upon a Tower was 

number 11 on the New York Times Bestseller list the week after it was released. It was also 

number six in historical romance novels on Amazon.com on June 6, 2013. This is despite the 

novel’s purchase price of $5.69. Many of the other works in the top 10 were cheaper, some as 

low as $0.9910. Romance readers are interested in what James does in this novel. 

James incorporates significantly more allusions to Shakespeare than to Rapunzel in the 

novel. The initial Shakespearean allusion appears on the first page of the novel. Shortly 

thereafter, Gowan quotes Romeo and Juliet almost immediately when he first sees Edie:  

But in that moment, looking down at Lady Edith, love and its attendant 

poetry made sense. A line came to him as if it had been made for that moment: I 

never saw true beauty till this night… 

 Perhaps Shakespeare was useful for something after all. (5) 

 

Gowan compares himself to Romeo falling in love with Juliet at first sight at the masquerade by 

quoting one of his lines from that scene. While the novel is part of her series of that reworks 

fairytales, James also weaves in elements from Shakespeare’s play, particularly at the beginning 

of their courtship. Gowan quotes some bawdy lines from the play when responding to a letter 

                                                 
10 Since Amazon.com includes many digital books presented at low prices to attract new readers, 

the top 10 list frequently includes these low price options. Most mass market paperback romance 

novels retail for between $5.99 and $7.99.  
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from Edith (42). James has Edie’s father point out that the line is from Shakespeare, perhaps as a 

signal to her readers: 

“Kinross was making a point about his nationality,” Edie explained. “He 

writes that in Scotland the bawdy hand of the dial is always on the prick of noon.” 

 To her surprise, the indignation drained from her father’s face. “He’s 

quoting Shakespeare,” he said, picking up his fork. “A distasteful sentence, 

spoken by a disreputable character, but Shakespeare, nonetheless.” (47) 

 

This line comes from Mercutio in the play. He is goading the Nurse with his suggestive 

language. Unlike the heroines discussed in chapter three, Edie is not familiar with Shakespeare. 

Her desire to learn more about Shakespeare, using a book of his quotations to flirtatiously 

respond to Gowan, underscores her intelligence and interest in the hero. When he reads her 

response, he laughs out loud when she alludes to the Bard, demonstrating that he, like other 

heroes, does view knowledge of Shakespeare as a good thing in a woman (54). Additionally, his 

knowledge of Shakespeare makes him a more acceptable suitor to her father, similar to heroines 

finding value in their suitors having knowledge of the Bard. 

When Gowan learns that she is not familiar with Romeo and Juliet, he turns educating her 

about the play into an intense flirtation. He presents his feelings upon meeting her as one and the 

same with Romeo’s: 

 “I know quite a lot about being a duke and a landowner, and next to 

nothing about music or literature. But I do remember this: when Romeo first saw 

Juliet at the ball, he described her as so beautiful that she taught the torches to 

burn bright.” 

 “You can’t have thought that of me. I was dreadfully ill.” 

 “You were something of a torch, from what I remember. I thought your 

touch was burning me.” She couldn’t imagine him allowing many people to hear 

that thread of sharp wit. (76-7) 

 

His summary of the play quickly turns into a revision. Since the heroine had a fever at the ball, 

he noticed that her touch seemed to burn his skin. In the retelling, he presents Shakespeare’s 
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words as a joke about their meeting. So, in telling her about Romeo and Juliet, Gowan describes 

his own feelings, and he hopes hers:  

 “What does Juliet think of Romeo on first seeing him?” she asked, pulling 

herself together. “Does she think he’s burning like a torch as well?” 

 “Oh, she likes him well enough,” Kinross said. “She probably didn’t find 

the moment as shocking as he did.” 

 “Why not?” Edie asked. “What did Romeo feel?” 

 “The man is utterly changed forever,” Kinross said. “He arrives at the ball 

in love with another lady—”  

 Edie’s brows drew together. “He is?” 

 “He was, but I was not,” the duke said bluntly. (77) 

 

This moment clarifies that Edie also makes the connection between Gowan and Romeo. She 

worries that, if Romeo was in love with someone else, Gowan was too. Not only was Gowan not 

in love with anyone else, but he is also a virgin—his first kiss with Edie is his first kiss ever. As 

he continues to describe the play, he includes more analysis and reinterpretation of Romeo and 

Juliet to make it suit his courtship: 

 “Romeo believes himself in love, but then he sees Juliet.”  

 “She burns with a torchlike fever, so he forgets about his previous love?” 

Edie asked, laughing.  

 “Something like that.” A twist of husky laughter sounded in his voice too. 

She already knew that he didn’t laugh much. Life was serious for the duke; she 

knew it instinctively. He was as driven as she was, though she wasn’t entirely sure 

in what direction.  

 “He falls prey to lust. He risks kissing her, behind a pillar, when that kiss 

might mean his death.” 

 “That seems extreme,” Edie remarked. She couldn’t stop looking at him, 

at his eyes, his cheekbones, his nose, his jaw. She was quite aware that if anyone 

had fallen prey to lust, it was she. But somehow she wasn’t even embarrassed. 

 “He throws everything away for the chance to kiss her hand.” 

 “He would have been killed merely for kissing Juliet’s hand?” 

 “Their families were enemies. But he doesn’t stop with her hand.” A glow 

in the duke’s eyes lit an answering fire in Edie’s belly. 

 “He whisks her behind a pillar and kisses her on her lips.” 

 Edie swallowed. 

 “And then kisses her again.” 

 “Very…” Edie couldn’t think of a word. (77-8) 
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Describing Romeo’s kissing turns into romantic foreplay which almost seduces Edie at the 

dinner table. They both know that he is discussing what he wishes to do with her rather than 

really caring about the play. As he continues, Gowan tries to shift what Edie remembers of the 

story to fit their romance:  

 “He would keep kissing her all evening, but she is called away. He doesn’t 

even know who she is. But he knows that she is his.” The duke’s eyes were hot 

and possessive. “So later that night, Romeo leaps the walls of the orchard around 

her house and risks death again to find her balcony window.” 

 “Oh, I’ve heard about the balcony,” Edie said, making herself break the 

spell of his voice. At this rate, she’d find herself begging him to kiss her in front 

of the whole table. “Juliet asks him to marry her.” 

 The duke shook his head. Under the table, his fingers curled around hers. 

 She jumped, and another wave of hot blood rose in her cheeks. 

 “No,” Kinross said, as if he weren’t doing anything so boldly scandalous, 

“that’s putting the emphasis in the wrong place. Everyone assumes that Juliet was 

a brazen minx because she asked if he planned to marry her. But the two of them 

knew the truth.” 

 His thumb was rubbing over her palm. Edie discovered she was trembling 

a little. “She knew, and he knew,” the duke said, his voice low and sure. “Romeo 

leapt that wall because he wanted to kiss Juliet more than he wanted to live. He 

climbed her balcony; he offered his vows. Marriage is nothing more than a 

formality in that situation.” 

 Edie could hear Layla’s laughter and the click of tableware. She should 

have read the damned play. She should have spent hours reading Shakespeare. 

The duke was making literature sound a good deal more interesting than her 

governess had ever done. 

 “Without Juliet, life was not worth living,” the duke continued. “So when 

he believed she was dead, he killed himself.” 

 “His reaction was rather extreme,” she managed. Surely someone would 

notice that her fiancé was holding her hand. Down the table, Layla was flirting 

madly with a man who wasn’t Edie’s father. 

 “Indeed, I used to think Romeo might have been a bit mad.” 

 A shiver went down Edie’s spine. The duke looked…He looked as if he 

had decided that Romeo was entirely sane. Mind you, he didn’t look entirely sane. 

He looked ravenous. (78-9) 

 

Gowan’s investment in associating their relationship with Romeo and Juliet’s requires him to 

rewrite the play. He cannot allow Edie think that Juliet proposed, since he was the one to propose 

in their romance. Moreover, describing Romeo’s intense feelings allows him to reveal his own 
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emotions in a more acceptable manner. They barely know one another and this is their first real 

conversation outside of letters, making them more like Romeo and Juliet at this moment than 

most of the couples in this chapter. Comparing their relationship to that of Shakespeare’s lovers 

makes his feelings seem more normal and romantic, rather than rash and unlikely. Edie’s 

thoughts about needing to read Shakespeare emphasize how much Gowan reinterprets the text, 

since he clearly presents it differently than a governess would.  

Gowan then blames his behavior on being Scottish and suggests that perhaps Romeo had 

Scottish blood as well drawing yet another connection between himself and Romeo (79-80). He 

blames his impatience on not yet possessing her, using the play to explain his feelings: 

 He leaned closer and his hand gripped hers a bit tighter. “I expect it’s only 

because I don’t have you yet. Not to harp on Shakespeare, but Juliet does say that 

she has bought a mansion of love, but not yet possessed it.” His voice dropped, 

too, and Edie had that peculiar feeling again, as if she was drowning in his eyes. 

 Then his words sank in. “Did you just imply that you bought me?” And: 

“Ow,” she said, shaking free of his hand. “Your grip is very strong.” 

 “I did not imply that I paid for you, but quite the opposite: Juliet says that 

she has purchased Romeo.” 

 “So I bought you?” Edie quite liked that notion. 

 “But you have not yet taken possession.” His voice was throaty and deep, 

the sound of a man who was taking pleasure in their reversal of roles, who had 

utter confidence in his own masculinity. The erotic heat of his voice slipped into 

her blood like an intoxicating drink.  

 “I like Juliet. Do you know, I have always wanted to own a puppy, but I 

suppose a man will do just as well.” She laughed. “My room here at Fensmore 

even has a balcony.” 

 The look in his eyes when she said that made her color again. “I wasn’t 

saying it for that reason!” 

 “The question of being owned works both ways. Juliet also says that she is 

sold, but not yet enjoyed.” 

 “I had no idea Shakespeare’s plays were so…” 

 “So what?” The duke took another drink of wine. Somehow he managed 

to look calm, even serene, although he was caressing her wrist.  

 “Sensual,” she said, clearing her throat. 

 “Yes, well,” he said, his smile widening. “In the right circumstances, Lady 

Edith, anything is erotic.” (81-2) 
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Gowan blends instructing Edie with assuring her that she has the power in their relationship. 

Gowan has no concerns about giving control to Edie at this stage, as he believes he has the 

ultimate power over the situation. Edie starts mapping their relationship onto Romeo and Juliet 

as well the more Gowan tells her the story and she finds pleasure in their connection to the 

characters. Gowan’s suggestion that anything could be erotic is interesting given his focus on a 

couple with such a tragic outcome. He notably stops retelling the play before anything bad 

happens to them, as that part of the plot would not further his courtship. He uses Romeo and 

Juliet much like romance authors do, appropriating the Bard to serve his purpose.  

Edie is not completely unaware of this as she worries that he compares every woman he 

meets to Juliet (83). As the evening continues, they both think that they feel as if they are in a 

play, though Gowan’s thoughts take a darker turn: 

 He felt as if he’d been knocked unconscious and reawakened in a different 

world.  

 As if he’d woken up in a play. 

 Maybe he was Romeo. Maybe this would end in both of their deaths. 

 The most shocking thing was that he could actually contemplate that 

without much turmoil. If Edie died… (86) 

 

Gowan quickly recovers, reminding himself that they barely know one another, but that does not 

stop him from deciding to play Romeo and seek out Edie’s balcony. James seems to be 

reminding readers that the romance could turn out like Romeo and Juliet if the work were not a 

romance novel.  

 James presents two versions of the balcony scene. The first comes that night when 

Gowan learns which balcony is Edie’s and gets some help acquiring a ladder. His romantic 

gesture is undercut, however, when he finds her playing a cello duet with her father upon 

reaching her window. After her father leaves, they share their first kiss and another 

Shakespearean allusion: 
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 Gowan shook his head. He couldn’t bring to mind a pairing that had 

erupted like theirs, in a burst of flame. He cupped her face in his hands. “We must 

be certain,” he said, the word growling out like a vow, “that we are not quick 

bright things that come to naught.” 

 Edie’s hands came over his. “I feel as if I should engage a governess and 

bring her along with me to Scotland. Was that Shakespeare again?” (102) 

 

This time, he quotes A Midsummer Night’s Dream, comparing them to another set of young 

lovers who found a happy ending in Shakespeare’s work. James’s inclusions of Shakespeare are 

noted by characters throughout the novel, drawing readers’ attention to her use of his work.  

The other revision of the balcony scene comes during the Rapunzel section of the novel, 

where Edie has locked herself in a tower, intent on keeping Gowan out. He is injured and tired, 

but determined: “He tilted his head back so the rain struck his face. Romeo climbed to Juliet’s 

window, didn’t he? Of course, he probably had use of both hands and intact ribs” (369). Gowan 

suggests that his attempt to reach the heroine is more heroic than Romeo’s. He climbs despite the 

rain and his injuries, realizing halfway up that the only way down would be falling, likely to his 

death. He pronounces his love for her even as he risks his life to climb the tower. This scene 

blurs the line between Rapunzel and Romeo and Juliet even further. Rather than saving Edie 

from imprisonment, Gowan climbs the tower to demonstrate this devotion to her. This balcony 

scene more closely addresses the dangerous possibility of the scene in Romeo and Juliet. Romeo 

could be killed for approaching Juliet’s home. Similarly, Gowan could easily fall to his death 

while climbing the tower. His actions convince Edie that he truly loves her despite his previous 

anger and accusations.  

Throughout her novel, James clearly is interested in turning Shakespeare’s tragedy into 

the stuff of romance. She removes the impediments the couple faced in the original (such as the 

feud and other engagement) and makes the story more about what happens after falling in love at 

first sight. Her emphasis on where and how she alludes to Shakespeare demonstrates her 
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investment in readers noticing it. And readers enjoy James’s inclusion of Shakespeare in her 

novels, as evidenced by their posts on her Facebook book club. Fans identify their emotional 

reaction to the novel in their posts. On April 15, Brenda Nickle wrote, “I just finished an arc 

[Advanced Reading Copy] of Once Upon A Tower...and I am totally moved. What a lovely 

story, and so unexpected in so many ways. Seriously a creative achievement.” On April 19, 

Kerrie Conwell-Strong wrote, “Thank you for writing it! I love Shakespeare, so the part his 

words played in their banter was wonderful.” These readers have strong emotional responses to 

James’s work, indicating that her incorporation of Shakespeare served its purpose.   

In most of these examples, Shakespeare’s plays serve as source material for obstacles for 

the romance novel characters to overcome in order to obtain their “happily-ever-after” ending.  

Romeo and Juliet serve as romantic models that simply must be repositioned outside of the tragic 

context, while Othello and Desdemona become a cautionary tale to be avoided by clear 

communication within a relationship. Either way, these revisions indicate a desire to turn 

Shakespearean tragedy into romance. Romance authors continually mine the tragedies for key 

moments and conflicts, utilizing those elements to enhance their narratives. In doing so, authors 

tend to reduce the plays to key moments and themes which are then reiterated in these novels.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

“WHERE DID YOU STUDY ALL THIS GOODLY SPEECH?”:  

QUOTATIONS AS CHARACTERIZATION 

 

Another popular function of Shakespearean quotations in romance novels is as a means 

of characterization. Characters often quote or misquote the Bard in ways that illustrate 

personality. This usage aligns with Castaldo’s discussion of using quotations to establish cultural 

authority: “the author [tells] the reader something about the characters or sometimes about the 

genre itself, and therefore the author always clearly signals the connection to Shakespeare (and 

sometimes to a specific character or play). Shakespeare becomes a way to privilege certain 

characters, to demonstrate their intelligence, empathy, morality, or even lovability” (412). A 

character’s knowledge of Shakespeare frequently indicates details of their characterizations such 

as intelligence, education, and emotional availability. Having a character quote Shakespeare then 

typically functions as shorthand for the reader about that character. The type of character that 

quotes Shakespeare and how that character quotes the Bard dictate what these allusions 

potentially indicate. At the same time, readers are vicariously experiencing Shakespeare along 

with the hero or heroine—potentially providing readers with affirmation of their own intelligence 

alongside the characters.  

Heroines read or quote Shakespeare in 189 of the 539 romances I surveyed, or 35 percent 

(see table 5). The only other common type of allusion that occurs as often is heroes reading or 

referencing Shakespeare, which also occurs in 189 of the novels. The most common allusions to 
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Shakespeare in the romance novels surveyed take place when a hero or a heroine is reading or 

recalling the Bard’s work. Within the context of the romance novel, the hero and heroine are 

equals, no matter what their social positions. One clear way authors demonstrate this equality is 

through dialogue. Linda Barlow and Jayne Ann Krentz explain the importance of dialogue 

through a discussion of Jane Eyre: “She is not his equal in terms of fortune or circumstance, but 

Jane proves early on that she is very much his equal in verbal acuity and assertiveness….The 

opportunity to engage in verbal sparring is rarely declined by the heroines of romance since it is 

far more likely to be her words than her beauty that win her the love she most desires” (22-3). 

Heroes and heroines are therefore equally as likely to be depicted as witty and intelligent. Both 

heroes and heroines therefore potentially have Shakespeare’s works at their disposal. The 

correspondence of the numbers of heroes and heroines reading or quoting the Bard indicate 

romance novelists take equal opportunities for either. The heroes and heroines do not always 

allude to Shakespeare within the same novel. Also, when different characters allude to 

Shakespeare, the action may serve as a different cue to readers. When a heroine quotes 

Shakespeare she demonstrates her intelligence and education.  

Romance scholars and critics agree that the readers of romance novels desire and at times 

expect the heroine to be intelligent. In Beyond Heaving Bosoms, Sarah Wendell and Candy Tan 

articulate these expectations: “We want her to be intelligent, independent, brave and strong—but 

we don’t want her to outshine the hero” (30). They identify the “too stupid to live” heroine as the 

most frustrating to readers (31). This type of heroine frequently makes foolish choices and 

behaves in a manner that suggests a lack of common sense. Romance authors therefore often use 

knowledge of Shakespeare’s plays as one indication that the heroine is intelligent.  By referring 

to Shakespeare, the heroine demonstrates an education that modern readers can understand and 
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appreciate. This cue draws heavily on Shakespeare’s position as a cultural authority. At times, 

these allusions are shallow, focusing mainly on quoting Shakespeare because he is a literary 

authority. At other times, the authors engage more fully with the text and appropriate 

Shakespeare’s works in a more nuanced manner.  

Table 5 Shakespearean Allusions by Type, Part 1
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Previous scholarship views heroines’ Shakespearean knowledge as a negative 

characteristic rather than a positive one. In “Sweet, Savage, Shakespeare,” Osborne suggests that 

knowledge of Shakespeare marks the heroine as “an inappropriately well-educated woman often 

perceived as masculine and unmarriageable” (145). She asserts that these women are alienated 

for demonstrating their knowledge. This may have been the case in earlier romances, but my 
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research indicates that while some romance novels still cast such women as bluestocking11 

outcasts (which occurs more often in the series romances than mass market paperbacks12), many 

others depict these women as part of a group of intelligent women, fully integrated into society. 

In fact, knowledge of Shakespeare is so unexceptional for women in the novels I examine that, in 

Jacquie D’Alessandro’s Sleepless at Midnight, the “Ladies Literary Society of London” uses the 

Bard as a cover for more shocking material—Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. Moreover, the men 

that the heroines interact with in any positive manner seem to appreciate their intelligence and 

knowledge of literature. In Sleepless at Midnight, the hero, Matthew, is amused when Sarah 

catches his Shakespearean quotation:  

“Hmm. The lady doth protest too much, methinks.” 

She hoisted her chin. “As a member of the Ladies Literary Society of 

London, I am well acquainted with Hamlet, my lord. Your quote from act two, 

scene three, however, is in error in this case.” 

“Is it? I wonder…” 

She applied her attention to her hard-boiled egg, but found it difficult to 

concentrate knowing he was staring at her. 

Then he chuckled. (241) 

 

Rather than make Sarah unmarriageable, her knowledge pleases those around her. The right man, 

then, appreciates the heroine’s intelligence, as do the readers of the novels. 

 At the same time, knowledge of Shakespeare becomes a benchmark against which to 

judge both servants and peers. Familiarity with Shakespeare’s works can aid the heroine in a 

                                                 
11 A bluestocking is an educated woman. The term originated in the eighteenth century and 

referred to a group of intellectual women led by Elizabeth Montagu. The term later gained a 

negative connotation for an overly educated woman. 
12 Series romances are published as part of a line by a publisher based on theme, setting, and 

length (such as those published monthly by Harlequin: Harlequin American Romance, Harlequin 

Blaze, Harlequin Historical, Harlequin Medical Romance, and so on). Mass market paperbacks 

are released as stand-alone titles identified by author and title. Even though some mass market 

romances have interconnecting plots, they are marketed as individual titles and shelved by author 

rather than publisher. Many romance authors began writing series romances to establish 

themselves. 
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variety of settings. The heroine uses her knowledge of Shakespeare to secure a position as a tutor 

in Candace Camp’s An Unexpected Pleasure:  

Megan spun a tale of a lifelong desire to see the country about which she 

had read all her life. Unable to afford a tour of the country, she had saved her 

money, she explained, to sail to England, with the hopes of then earning her way 

while she stayed here. Fortunately, Megan had always been an avid reader, so she 

was able to intersperse her story with praise for, and even quotes from, Chaucer, 

Shakespeare, and the more recent poets such as Byron and Shelley. (53-4) 

 

Being well-read is enough for the duchess to give Megan the position. And familiarity with 

Shakespeare along with a few other British authors is enough to demonstrate her literary 

knowledge. A similar situation occurs in Casey Claybourne’s novella “Something Special” 

within The True Love Wedding Dress. The hero, Josh, finds himself attracted to the heroine, 

Penny, while watching her perform Shakespeare with his daughter Eliza. Because of Penny’s 

lack of proper education, her pupil attempts to improve Penny’s reading skills by enacting 

Shakespearean plays: 

 Only that very morning he had happened upon her and Eliza in the midst 

of taming Shakespeare’s shrewish Kate. He hadn’t intended to spy on them, but, 

concealed behind the open door, he had been unable to tear himself away. Eliza 

had been directing Penny’s performance as the governess read a scene involving a 

fiery temper tantrum, complete with stomping feet and windmilling arms. 

Although Eliza’s cheery face had first caught his attention, he had lingered to 

watch Penny. She had attacked the role with vigor, her voice animated and strong. 

When she’d stumbled over the lines, she had laughed at herself; when she’d 

stumbled over the footstool, falling backward onto the chair, she’d laughed even 

harder. 

 As reluctant as Josh was to admit it, he found the woman intriguing. There 

was something about her…She wasn’t truly beautiful, and she lacked the 

refinements one would expect from a real lady. She dressed shabbily, swore when 

she didn’t think anyone was listening, and more often than not her hair was in the 

process of falling from its pins. But she had a certain spirit. A certain something 

that kept drawing him to her, when common sense was telling him to keep a safe 

distance. (212) 

 

In this instance, Shakespeare provides a means for Penny to improve and educate herself. 

Moreover, the hero only acknowledges his interest in her after watching her performing the 
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scene. Even though she performs the role of Kate from Shakespeare’s Taming of the Shrew, her 

participation in the action allows the hero to see her as something more than a governess. A 

heroine quoting Shakespeare therefore can function as a cue to the hero as well as the reader, 

making him consider her differently.  

 In Edith Layton’s For the Love of a Pirate, Layton includes Shakespearean allusions to 

portray both the heroine, Lisbeth, and her governess, Lovelace, as feisty, intelligent women. 

Lisabeth proves to be spirited when she challenges the hero’s commentary on Falstaff from 

Henry IV: 

“He should have known better,” Lisabeth said. “Royals just use people.” 

“Ah, but Falstaff tried to use Prince Hal,” Constantine said. 

“The pair of them were bloody fools,” she countered.  

The captain laughed. But Constantine was shocked again. He was spared 

the effort of a reply. He saw a bony finger raised from the deep chair, as Miss 

Lovelace murmured, “Now, now, my love. What did I tell you? The gentleman 

isn’t used to females talking so freely.” 

Lisabeth gazed at Constantine. “True?” she asked him. “Are you 

offended?” 

It seemed to him that she’d taken a battle stance. It looked off to see a 

delicious young woman stand, legs apart, hands on hips, a challenging look in her 

eyes. Her back was to the fireplace, her gown was very thin, he could see how 

very shapely her legs were. He knew what he wanted to challenge her to, and was 

shocked again. This time, at himself. (145-6) 

 

The hero enjoys her spirit and intelligence in spite of himself. And his shock at her brazen 

intelligence leads him to consider her body, linking his interest in her spirit to his sexual desire 

for her. He also decides that his own views are “priggish.” Layton therefore situates the couple’s 

initial courtship against the background of Shakespeare’s works. After this exchange, the 

governess blames herself for the heroine’s strong opinions, as she worries that the hero will not 

desire a woman who speaks her mind:  

“The gentleman is entirely right,” Miss Lovelace said. “I failed you, my 

dear.” There were tears in her voice. 
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Lisabeth hurried to her side, sank to her knees, and clasped her 

governess’s hand between her own. “Never!” she said angrily. “You never did! 

Why, how would I know about Prince Hal and Falstaff and all of it if it weren’t 

for you? You taught me well, Lovey, honestly, you did.” (146) 

 

Lisabeth places a high value on her own education, which further distinguishes her from other 

women of her class. She knows that she would not be the same without the knowledge imparted 

by Lovelace. Shortly thereafter, Lovelace describes how she became a governess and how 

“Quoting Shakespeare held more of a chance for [her] to earn a living than [her] previous 

occupation. Men appreciate minds, you see, but only if they are presented in the proper casings” 

(148). Lovelace is not presented as a romantic figure, given her time as a prostitute and her 

advanced age; however, her knowledge of Shakespeare is enough evidence of her intelligence for 

the Captain to hire her as a governess. This plot further demonstrates that in the world of the 

historical romance novel, knowledge of Shakespeare can elevate a woman’s social position and 

make the heroine more appealing to the hero.  

 Occasionally, romance authors present quoting Shakespeare as evidence that a woman 

might be more than she appears. This usage allows readers to recognize these Shakespearean 

clues alongside the hero. In Diane Farr’s The Fortune Hunter the heroine attempts to pass a 

housekeeper. When talking to the hero, she claims they previously met but the hero has forgotten 

her: 

 She could prevent him from perceiving it, however. She drew herself 

upright and glowered at him. “You are hoist with your own petard, sir,” she said 

tartly. “For you don’t remember me.” 

 A speculative gleam lit his eyes. “Shakespeare,” he observed. His gaze 

flicked over her, reassessing her. “Why here’s a mystery. An educated woman—

and a damned fine-looking one—apparently employed as a maid of all work. And 

I haven’t seen you before, whatever you may say. I repeat my earlier question: 

Who are you?” (22) 
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Knowledge of Shakespeare is enough for the hero to realize the heroine is more than she appears 

to be. Most housekeepers would not possess the education to quote Shakespeare in casual 

conversation. The quotation therefore serves as a signal to both the hero and the readers of her 

education and intelligence, as well as her true social position.  From this moment, the hero 

searches for other clues until he discovers her true identity.  

 Some characters who quote Shakespeare are actresses. Actors or actresses who allude to 

Shakespeare appear in 20 of the novels, or in 3.7 percent. These allusions occur in addition to 

those where the characters attend a Shakespearean production, which occurs in 44 of the novels I 

surveyed, or 8.1 percent. These characters quote Shakespeare almost as a matter of course, as if 

all actors and actresses obviously know Shakespeare. For example, Elizabeth Boyle’s No 

Marriage of Convenience features an actress heroine name Riley. The hero, an earl, is vastly 

amused when Riley appropriates Shakespeare to comment on an annoying guest: 

 “A regular Lady Macbeth out there,” Riley whispered. “Can’t leave well 

enough alone.” She changed the inflection of her voice to mimic Lady Delander. 

“Out, damned spot.” 

 Lord Ashlin’s eyes widened with amazement, and then his mouth twitched 

with uncharacteristic humor. (87-8) 

 

Until this encounter, the hero attempted to avoid his attraction to the heroine since he considers 

her unsuitable because of her reputation and occupation as an actress. He assumes she is 

promiscuous and a bad influence on his sisters. But after this exchange, he kisses her. Her 

knowledge and humor challenges his assumptions about (and resistance to) her. Shakespearean 

knowledge therefore potentially elevates actress heroines in a similar manner to the governesses 

mentioned above. Like romance readers, the heroes appreciate an intelligent heroine and 

Shakespearean quotations allow the authors to demonstrate that intelligence quickly and easily.  
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 Along with quoting the Bard, romance authors frequently depict heroines reading 

Shakespeare’s works. These moments help characterize the heroines as intelligent, in part by 

presenting them reading something more serious. Often, other characters expect them to read 

something more frivolous if they read at all. For example, Sarah sneaks away to read a volume of 

Shakespeare’s works in Sandra Heath’s The Whispering Rocks (176). When Mathilda finds her, 

she questions Sarah’s choice of reading material: 

 “Shakespeare? Is that not rather heavy reading for a young lady? A 

romantic novel would seem to me to be more suitable.” 

 “I like Shakespeare.” Sarah felt stubborn and on the verge of mutiny. 

(178-9) 

 

The heroine defends her choice, indicating her strong will as well as her intellectual interests. 

Heath also depicts the heroine reading Shakespeare in bed later in the novel (193). These women 

distinguish themselves simply by reading Shakespeare. Rather than the flighty, superficial 

women that the men in these novels frequently complain about, these heroines demonstrate that 

they are stronger, more independent and intelligent women who can be partners with their 

heroes.  

Julia Quinn opens Dancing at Midnight with the heroine reading Shakespeare: 

 A chilly wind passed across her, and she glanced up at the overcast sky. It 

was going to rain, no doubt about that, but if she were lucky she’d have another 

hour until the first drips fell. That was all the time she’d need to finish The 

Winter’s Tale. And that would mark the end of her Grand Shakespearean Quest, 

the semi-academic endeavor that had occupied her spare time for nearly six 

months. She’d started with All’s Well that Ends Well and proceeded 

alphabetically, wending her way through Hamlet, all the Henrys, Romeo and 

Juliet, and a host of other plays she hadn’t even heard of before. She wasn’t 

exactly sure why she’d done it, other than the simple fact that she liked to read, 

but now that the end was in sight she was damned if she was going to let a few 

raindrops get in her way. (1-2) 

 

Quinn endeavors to present her heroine as intelligent and independent from the opening pages. 

This passage also indicates her passion and dedication, traits that will later intrigue the hero. 
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Moments later, the hero finds her reading and they have their first interaction, discussing 

Shakespeare: 

 John inclined his head, a wry smile touching his lips. “What are you 

reading?” 

 “The Winter’s Tale.” Belle sat back and waited for the usual 

condescending comments about women and reading. 

 “An excellent play, but not, I think, Shakespeare’s finest,” John 

commented. “I myself am partial to Coriolanus. It’s not very well-known, but I 

quite liked it. You might read it sometime.” 

 Belle forgot to be pleased that she had met a man who was actually 

encouraging her to read and said, “Thank you for the suggestion, but I’ve read it 

already.” 

 “I’m impressed,” John said. “Have you read Othello?” 

 She nodded. 

 “The Tempest?” 

 “Yes.” 

 John searched his brain for the most obscure Shakespearean work he could 

recall. “What about The Passionate Pilgrim?” 

 “Not my favorite, but I plodded through it.” Belle tried but couldn’t stop 

the smile that was creeping across her face.  

 He chuckled. “My compliments, Lady Arabella. I don’t think I’ve ever 

even seen a copy of The Passionate Pilgrim.” 

 Belle grinned, graciously accepting the compliment as her previous 

antagonism toward the man melted away. (4-5) 

 

Quinn establishes the characters’ mutual pleasure in reading and each other. Belle anticipates a 

negative reaction to her literary tendencies, but a romance hero appreciates and encourages them 

instead of mocking her. Throughout the novel, the hero quotes various literary works to her, even 

in the middle of their love scenes (180). These women all demonstrate their intelligence, 

curiosity, and at times, their dedication, and the heroes appreciate these qualities when they see 

them.  

 Romance authors also use Shakespearean knowledge to differentiate heroines from other 

women in the novels. In Kalen Hughes’s Lord Sin, the heroine Georgianna, called George, is the 

only woman who appreciates Shakespeare. While at the theater, she, unlike her female 

companion, thoroughly enjoys watching Kemble’s production of Hamlet: 
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When the curtain went down for the intermission, George sallied forth 

from her box with Alençon, strolling through the crowd to visit friends. They 

found Lady Morpeth heartily bored by the evening’s performance, but looking 

forward to the farce. 

“I never could stomach all the ins and outs and thees and thous. It’s simply 

too much work.” The countess hid a yawn behind her hand while her little black 

pageboy fanned her. 

George laughed at her friend and went so far as to agree that Shakespeare 

could certainly be hard to follow, especially when whole scenes had been cut to 

shorten the running time. (145-6) 

 

The countess is clearly a figure of jest, with her lack of appreciation for the Bard, and Georgiana 

is the woman the reader is meant to identify with. Her Shakespearean knowledge also helps 

Georgiana hold her own with the men in her life, leading to an amusing exchange near the end of 

the novel: 

 “Lead on Bottom,” she commanded. “I’ve half a mind to fall in love with 

you tonight.” 

 “Not Bottom. Surely you’re not so cruel. Let me be Puck! Let me be 

Orsino. Let me be Petruchio.” 

 “I’m afraid the role of Petruchio’s already taken.” 

 Brimstone snorted and led her down the dark Lover’s Walk, the two of 

them weaving their way past other couples bent on more romantic assignations. 

 “What about Romeo?” 

 “Dead.” 

 “Hamlet?” 

 “The lady’s dead in that one. Go back to comedies.”  (279) 

 

This witty repartee illustrates the intelligence of a heroine familiar with her Shakespeare. First 

she suggests her companion is the foolish man Oberon gave the head of an ass in A Midsummer 

Night’s Dream. When he responds wishing to play a more dominant role, Georgiana quips that 

he cannot play the role of The Taming of the Shrew’s Petruchio, for he is not the man to tame her 

and the role is already filled by someone else. When he then would cast himself as a tragic hero 

instead, Georgiana’s deadpan response cuts off his play, reminding him of the context of his 

allusions. Her Shakespearean knowledge allows her to interact on a more even playing field 
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intellectually with the gentlemen of the novel, and even above some of them, giving her the 

power to assign him his role in this discussion.  

 Romance authors frequently employ the heroine’s knowledge of Shakespeare to both 

attract heroes and avoid undesirable men. Knowledge of Shakespeare helps the heroine save a 

girl from marrying a fortune hunter in Brenda Hiatt’s The Runaway Heiress. When a suitor gives 

her friend a poem, Dina points out that the words come from Shakespeare: 

 “Are not his verses fine?” 

 Setting the papers aside, she met Violet’s expectant gaze with a 

sympathetic one of her own. “I should think so, considering that they were written 

by none other than Shakespeare himself.” 

 “What?” The younger girl snatched up the pages and stared at them. “Oh, 

surely not! Why, here, he calls me his muse—the tenth muse. He even named the 

poem after me: Violet. ‘How can my muse want subject to invent, While thou 

doest breathe, that pour’st into my verse—’” 

 “‘—thine own sweet argument, too excellent for every vulgar paper to 

rehearse,’” Dina continued from memory. “My mother was a great lover of 

Shakespeare, particularly his sonnets, and insisted I learn them all. At her 

direction, my governess had me commit nearly half of them to memory.” (22-3) 

 

Violet admits she would have married the man for his poetry if Dina had not told her the truth. In 

this instance, the suitor appropriates Shakespeare’s language dishonestly by plagiarizing his 

poetry. The suitor writing to Violet is a poseur passing off Shakespeare’s words as his own. This 

action reveals his dishonesty and demonstrates his unsuitability. Hiatt exposes the suitor’s 

character through his misrepresentation of Shakespeare’s poetry.  

 These various depictions of heroines reading and quoting Shakespeare efficiently signal 

their intelligence and value to the heroes. Readers can identify these characters as educated and 

often witty women without needing detailed descriptions. Shakespearean knowledge also 

potentially functions as a conduit to elevate the heroine’s social status. Alluding to Shakespeare 

often serves as a shorthand for a heroine’s intelligence, education, and wit, characteristics that 

both heroes and readers potentially value.  
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A hero’s Shakespearean knowledge provides a different cue to readers. Given the 

historical setting, the heroes would generally have more education than the heroines, so these 

allusions do not need to indicate intelligence. Instead, a man correctly quoting Shakespeare 

functions as a cue to the reader of his heroic status, demonstrating his capability for romantic 

feelings. In “Mean, Moody, and Magnificent: the Hero in Romance Literature,” Robyn Donald 

examines how heroines recognize their heroes in novels: “She is able to read the small signals 

that tell her he is trustworthy, even though his hardness and antagonism may repel her at first. 

And the signs of his helpless response to her are intercepted by feminine intuition” (81). Often, 

alluding to Shakespeare becomes one of these signs of the hero’s feelings.  As mentioned above, 

this is tied for the most frequent type of Shakespearean allusion, occurring in 189 of the novels, 

or 35 percent. Alluding to Shakespeare efficiently demonstrates the romantic side of a hero. Even 

men who should be categorized as unsuitable are potentially marriageable if they demonstrate 

Shakespearean knowledge. Authors often accomplish this by linking the hero’s thoughts on the 

relationship to ones of Shakespeare’s works.  

 A hero reading or quoting Shakespeare frequently provides evidence of his emotional 

availability and worthiness of the heroine. In Kasey Michaels’s Someone to Love the hero quotes 

Shakespeare to give himself the courage to propose to the heroine: “Still, he’d made up his mind. 

What had Will Shakespeare said? ‘If it were done when ‘tis done, then ‘twere well it were done 

quickly.’ The bard might have been speaking of assassination, but the sentiments behind the 

statement seemed much the same to Kipp as he applied them to his plan for the afternoon” (88-

9). The hero loves his best friend’s wife and is convinced he will never love anyone else. But he 

is determined to marry so that she will never find out. This Shakespearean allusion reveals his 

emotional availability to readers, despite his own feelings about his heart. In this instance, the 
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hero considers the original context of his quotation, but generally it is quoting Shakespeare that 

is important rather than what play is quoted. Like with opening quotations, the passages tend to 

be presented as axiomatic sayings from Shakespeare himself. As romance authors repeatedly 

include Shakespearean quotations to demonstrate a hero’s feelings, they solidify this 

interpretation of the usage by readers.  

 At times, romance novel heroines desire their potential suitors to possess Shakespearean 

knowledge. While knowledge of Shakespeare has minimal bearing on a solid financial state, or 

whether a man is healthy or kind, Shakespeare has been appropriated by romance authors as an 

indicator of matrimonial potentiality. In Lorraine Heath’s A Duke of Her Own, Lady Louisa lists 

an appreciation of Shakespeare as a way of determining whether a man would be a good 

husband: “‘Passion is not simply physical,’ Louisa said. ‘It is the way a man looks at his estate 

and sees the generations that have come before him. It is his appreciation of Shakespeare. It is 

his standing by his obligations. It is his courteous nature. His respect for his elders. So much can 

be determined from a distance’” (49-50). While her friends focus on passion, Louisa identifies 

Shakespearean knowledge as a sign of man’s value. A secondary character presents a similar 

desire in Lisa Kleypas’s Secrets of a Summer Night. In this novel as well, women are discussing 

what they want in a suitor: “‘I want to marry a man who has read the entire collected works of 

Shakespeare,’ Daisy said. ‘Someone quiet and romantic—better yet if he wears spectacles—and 

he should like poetry and nature, and I shouldn’t like him to be too experienced with women’” 

(19). These women clearly identify appreciation of Shakespeare’s works as indicative of a man’s 

emotional availability and romantic nature as well as intelligence.  

Just as with heroines, authors also use Shakespearean allusions to elevate heroes above 

other men of their station, at least in the eyes of the heroine (and the reader). Men who would 
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otherwise be unthinkable choices become appealing and somehow softened through their 

familiarity with Shakespeare. In Sarah Gabriel’s Stealing Sophie the heroine explores the hero’s 

library: 

 She traced a finger over leather spines as she studied the books on the 

shelves: Clarendon’s History and Rowe’s The Works of Mr. William Shakespeare, 

with slips of torn paper tucked among the pages, as if someone had marked 

favorite passages; a new copy of Swift’s Tales of a Tub; works by Defoe; and 

Pope’s translation of The Iliad. 

 Connor MacPherson was far more than an outlaw and a gentleman farmer, 

she thought. He was obviously well-educated, with a diverse mind. (258) 

 

His library is enough to make Sophie decide that Connor is educated and intelligent, even though 

she cannot be sure he marked the passages. In Tracy Anne Warren’s The Wife Trap, the heroine 

thinks the hero is an architect, but he is also an earl. His quoting of Shakespeare provides the first 

indication of his noble identity: 

He picked up an empty wooden toolbox and a pencil before stalking her 

way.  Gently, he urged her forward. 

 “Lead on, MacDuff.” 

 “Mac who?” 

 “MacDuff. It’s Shakespeare. Even a common fellow like me knows that. 

Now take me to those tools.” (114) 

 

In this instance, the hero’s quotation allows him to challenge the heroine’s expectations. Readers 

know the hero is an earl and can participate in his amusement. The hero makes a common 

mistake in his quotation here, saying “lead on” when the line is actually “lay on.” Most readers 

would likely not notice the error, but the mistake suggests the author might have only a 

superficial knowledge of Macbeth. Other authors quote the line correctly. In Kinley 

MacGregor’s Master of Seduction the heroine is surprised when the hero, a pirate, quotes 

Shakespeare: 

“Lay on, Macduff; and damned be him that first cries, halt, enough.” 

 Shakespeare? She thought with a frown. The king of pirates was quoting 

Shakespeare? (41) 
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His Shakespearean knowledge conflicts with the heroine’s expectations of the pirate. The couple 

exchange Shakespearean quotations when he attempts to seduce her: 

 Heat stung her cheeks as she stepped away from him. “Never!” She 

gasped. 

 His smile grew wider. “Never, never, never, never, never.” His hand 

moved to the top of her bodice, where a row of buttons secured the thin linen over 

her corset. “Pray you undo this button.” 

 Her face hot with fury and embarrassment, Lorelei narrowed her eyes at 

the quote from King Lear. For the first time in her life, she was grateful for her 

father’s passion that had forced her to learn Shakespeare’s works. “Eyes look 

your last,” she taunted. “Away you moldy rogue, away.” 

 He laughed, deep and rich; it filled her ears with music. “You’re mixing 

your plays.” (51-2) 

 

Once he leaves, Lorelei does not know what to make of him: “On one hand, he possessed the 

refinement of a gentleman capable of quoting the great bard and on the other, he was a known 

killer. His name was synonymous with death” (52). In most circumstances, being a murderous 

pirate would disqualify a suitor, but the hero’s knowledge of Shakespeare intrigues the heroine. 

The authors temper heroes’ more problematic traits by indicating their familiarity with 

Shakespeare. The implication is that a hero cannot be entirely irredeemable if he can quote 

Shakespeare. Authors can therefore depict strong, alpha-male heroes who are still emotionally 

available to the heroines.  

In Amelia Grey’s A Dash of Scandal, the heroine, Millicent, is initially shocked that the 

hero, a notorious rake named Chandler, quotes Shakespeare: 

“I fear the lady doth protest too much, methinks.” 

Millicent’s eyes widened in surprise as a warm feeling flooded her. 

“You’ve studied Shakespeare?” 

“Studied? No. I’ve simply read some of his work.” 

“He was a very clever man with words.” 

“Is that a hint of how I might find my way past your head to your heart, 

Miss Blair?” (64) 
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While Millicent denies it, Chandler is correct. His Shakespearean quotations repeatedly charm 

her and overcome her objections to his romantic pursuit. The next time he quotes Shakespeare, 

she thinks, “Shakespeare again. Chandler delighted her” (213). She recognizes something 

authentic and loveable when a hero quotes the Bard. The heroines appreciate Shakespearean 

quotations and view them as authentic when spoken by the hero in particular.    

By turning to Shakespeare when contemplating their relationships, these heroes 

demonstrate a tenderness that suggests the heroine will be able to access their emotional 

sensibilities. In Suzanne Enoch’s “A Diamond or Forever” within Twice the Temptation, Connoll 

thinks about Shakespeare when considering his feelings for the heroine: “He still couldn’t quite 

believe he’d known Gilly Munroe for only eight days. In fairy tales, or in Romeo and Juliet, 

perhaps, eyes met across crowded rooms and people fell for one another at first sight. He’d heard 

of such things in the actual world, but he’d never believed the accounts. Now he seemed to be 

one of those few who could make such claims” (129). His allusion to Romeo and Juliet indicates 

the depth of his emotion and his belief that he has fallen in love at first sight. He cites the play 

again when proposing to Gilly. She is concerned that they do not know each other very well and 

wants to verify that it will be a good match: “He stood, drawing her to her feet with him. ‘We 

have known one another for a relatively short time,’ he agreed. ‘I won’t bring up the fact that 

Romeo and Juliet married within three days of meeting, because I hardly consider them to be 

beacons of long-lasting love’” (148-9). She believes his protestations of affection after he 

mentions Shakespeare and agrees to convince her mother of his suitability. Connoll uses 

Shakespeare’s idea of love at first sight to his advantage even as they both acknowledge the 

tragic conclusion of the play. By alluding to Shakespeare in this way, he indicates the depth of 

his feelings for the heroine.  
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Authors also depict heroes incorporating their knowledge of Shakespeare into pursuing 

their heroines. In Lorraine Heath’s A Matter of Temptation, the hero includes reading 

Shakespeare to the heroine as part of his courtship: “He needed to return his mind to the plan. 

Yes, the plan. Sonnets. No, not sonnets. That would be disastrous. He could read her sonnets that 

someone else had written. Like Shakespeare. As Robert recalled, he’d written a few good ones 

that might appeal to a woman’s heart” (263). He perceives Shakespeare’s love poetry as a 

suitable means to express his feelings. For Robert, poetry is an essential aspect of courtship and 

Shakespeare is the authority on romantic poems. In Evelyn Richardson’s A Lady of Talent 

Sebastian searches for ways to impress Celia: “A School for Scandal might not appeal to a 

woman whose bookshelves included Tasso and Ovid as much as Shakespeare would, but surely 

it could not fail to divert her for an evening” (77). Celia is a well-read painter whom he 

commissions to paint his fiancé, but then falls in love with. Sebastian views Shakespeare’s plays 

the natural entertainment an intelligent woman would enjoy or appreciate. Shakespeare becomes 

synonymous with both intellectualism and love within these novels.  

These seduction methods tend to succeed in romance novels. For example, the hero gives 

the heroine a volume of Shakespeare’s works in Samantha Grace’s Lady Amelia’s Mess and a 

Half: 

He released a pent-up breath. “Perhaps you would like to read to us after 

dinner. I’ll act out the parts.” 

 Her giggle caught him by surprise and eased the tension that had been 

building up in his chest. She looked up at him with a tentative smile. “You would 

make a striking Katherina.” (310) 

 

The heroine is entertained by the prospect of the hero reading Shakespeare, particularly if he 

takes on the feminine roles. Later, he reads to her from A Midsummer Night’s Dream, acting out 

parts to entertain her: 
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 Jake peeked over the book’s edge. A smile lit his eyes. Finding her 

response encouraging, he adopted different voices for Egeus, Hermia, Lysander, 

and all of the characters of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Soon he stood and 

added movement, silly, overly dramatic gestures and fluttering eyelashes as he 

had to entertain the orphans. 

 His interpretation of the mischievous Puck made her laugh until tears 

rolled down her cheeks. (313) 

 

In his performance, Jake utilizes Shakespeare’s comedies to entertain and court his heroine. Part 

of the pleasure comes from seeing him overact and perform the female roles. Shakespeare’s 

plays provide a safe space to play with gender roles and expectations in ways that the hero and 

heroine can enjoy.  

Reading Shakespeare together is part of the bonding between characters in Jacquie 

D’Alessandro’s Not Quite A Gentleman: “They spent hours debating the works of Shakespeare 

and Chaucer, Byron’s poetry and Homer’s Iliad. It seemed that they grew closer every day, and 

she realized that in addition to being her lover, he was also her friend. A friend who could set her 

blood on fire with a mere look” (298). The hero is a Highland laird turned outlaw, but his 

knowledge of Shakespeare helps him overcome any stigma of that with the heroine. In all of 

these instances, the hero’s knowledge of Shakespeare distinguishes from other men and makes 

him more appealing to the heroine. Shakespeare’s language can also be employed for seduction, 

and often is. In Celeste Bradley’s The Imposter, the hero quotes Shakespeare to the heroine while 

seducing her: 

 “Sweet,” he breathed as he freed her bindings. “My Rose by any other 

name…” 

 Shakespeare? Dear Lord, was there anything more alluring than a dashing 

masked thief who studied poetry? Clara’s final iota of will melted away at his 

gentle whisper. (181) 
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The heroine finds the hero irresistible, especially once he quotes Shakespeare to her. His use of 

Shakespeare’s words mitigates some of the danger of his role as a thief. These quotations situate 

Shakespeare as the authority on love, using his words to describe their own emotions.  

 When a character misquotes Shakespeare or does not appreciate his works, he is 

perceived as uneducated or foolish. These types of allusions appear in seven of the novels 

surveyed, or just over one percent. These characters tend to serve as foils for others who possess 

a better understanding and appreciation of Shakespeare’s works. In Suzanne Enoch’s Sins of a 

Duke the hero and heroine attend a play with a friend who does not behave well:  

Harek leaned toward her. “As a word of warning, this play is so blasted 

long that we won’t see intermission for nearly two hours. Luckily falling asleep’s 

not a sin, as long as you don’t fall out of your chair.”  

“I don’t think I shall have to worry about that, but thank you.” 

As he leaned over the edge of the box to greet someone below, she 

distinctly heard Melbourne’s brother mutter the word “buffoon.” That troubled 

her; not that Harek seemed anything but a buffoon to her, either, but that the haute 

ton in general might think him one. She certainly didn’t need that sentiment 

joined in any way to her family. 

A moment later the curtain lifted and the play began. Though she’d read 

Hamlet in the course of her studies, she’d never seen it performed before. She sat 

forward. 

Twenty minutes later she heard a soft snore beside her, and turned to look. 

Sunk down in his chair, arms crossed and his head tilted back, Harek had at least 

braced himself so that he wouldn’t succumb to his own sin of falling out of his 

chair. 

The box behind her was silent, but she knew without a doubt that 

Melbourne remained wide awake. (107) 

 

The hero confirms the heroine’s view of Harek; he is a “buffoon” for not appreciating the Bard. 

Melbourne is definitely the more attractive of the two. Harek’s falling asleep at the theater 

provides a cue that he is an unappealing suitor. A real hero appreciates the theater, especially 

Shakespeare, as does the heroine.  
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 Authors use a lack of knowledge of Shakespeare to signal other failings in characters as 

well. The heroine’s fiancé at the beginning of Jillian Hunter’s A Duke’s Temptation attends a 

literary themed masquerade ball as King Lear: 

 He bent his head to hers. “Don’t you want to hear my confession?” 

 He looked so earnest and endearing with his papier-mâché King Lear 

crown tucked under his arm that she felt wicked for wanting to laugh. As close as 

they had become over the years, she doubted whatever he wanted to confess 

would be as intriguing as meeting a mysterious celebrated author. Besides, she 

and Jonathan would have the rest of their lives for confessions. 

 “Come clean,” she whispered. “What have you done? Knocked over a 

vase?” 

 He hesitated. “I never finished reading King Lear. In fact, I couldn’t make 

it through the first act. People keep throwing quotes at me about ungrateful 

children, and I’ve no clue what they mean. I had to take off my crown so that I 

wouldn’t be recognized.” 

 “Oh, Jonathan. What am I to do with you?” 

 He gave her a helpless grin. “Answer for me the next time anyone asks 

about the plot. I keep acting as if I can’t hear properly.” 

 She reminded herself of all his good qualities. He didn’t drink. He thought 

she was the most beautiful woman in the world, and at times she believed him. He 

always behaved like a gentleman in her presence, and, obviously, he needed her. 

 “You should have told me this before,” she whispered. “It’s too late to 

worry about it now. And it isn’t as if Shakespeare will appear to ask for your 

opinion.” (17-8) 

 

Her fiancé’s inability to finish a play conflicts with the heroine’s appreciation of literature. The 

heroine finds her fiancé’s lack of knowledge unappealing, as she has to remind herself of his 

good qualities. Moreover, his actions force her to cover for him with their fellow guests. She 

attends the party precisely because of her love of literature and her desire to meet a mysterious 

author, who is the novel’s hero. When the hero meets him, he also views her fiancé as laughable: 

 “King Lear?” 

 “Who?” 

 “Your costume?” 

 “Yes, but please don’t ask me to quote any lines.” 

 Samuel smiled inwardly, staring past the friendly gentleman into the salon. 

(75) 
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The hero criticizes a man who does not appreciate Shakespeare. Unfamiliarity with the Bard is 

the least of her fiancé’s faults, but it immediately indicates his unsuitability for the literature-

loving heroine. He later abandons her to protect his own reputation, leaving her in desperate 

straits from which the hero must rescue her. His dishonesty about his Shakespearean knowledge 

indicates a larger pattern of duplicity. The heroine quickly falls in love with the hero, a writer 

who shares her intelligence and love of literature.  

 Tamara Lejeune presents a similar figure of fun in The Heiress in His Bed. The heroine’s 

brother is consistently presented as literal and foolish throughout the novel. Lejeune depicts his 

lack of Shakespearean knowledge as ridiculous: 

 “No quarrel,” Julian said coolly. “I just realized something—I married 

Lady Macbeth.” 

 “What!” cried Dickon. “Well, Sir! This is the most unwelcome 

complication. You might have said so before you married my sister!” 

 “I didn’t know until this moment,” said Julian, glancing at his bride. 

 “Odd sort of marriage,” Dickon observed. 

 “Isn’t it?” Julian said darkly, causing Viola to sigh. 

 “What’s to be done?” Dickon wondered, wringing his hands. “Dev, you 

can’t have two wives—there are laws! You have to get rid of this Lady Macbeth 

person. Sad, of course, but there it is.” 

 “Why don’t you go and ask Lover [the butler] to take care of that for us?” 

Viola suggested to her brother. “I think you’ll find him remarkably efficient. Dev, 

you’re being ridiculous,” she went on when her brother had left the room. “I’m 

not asking you to kill anyone. I’m only asking you to seek a position worthy of 

your talents.” 

 “That’s just what Lady Macbeth would say,” he insisted. (405)  

 

The joke here is that Dickon, Viola’s brother, does not realize the hero is simply suggesting that 

his wife is a cleverly manipulative woman. Instead, he thinks that Julian has a second wife that 

must be done away with. Dickon frequently makes foolish comments throughout the novel, but 

this particular mistake would not happen if he knew Shakespeare’s works. The hero and heroine 

also reaffirm their compatibility in their shared knowledge and wordplay. Moreover, these 

moments allow the readers to feel superior to the buffoons depicted in the text.   
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A hero’s quoting of Shakespeare tends to demonstrate his suitability for a particular 

heroine, a function Osborne notes. Shakespeare can work as a “shared language” for lovers, 

signaling their compatibility, as in the interplay between Venetia and Damerel at their first 

meeting in Venetia (“Bard” 50). Both quote literature, including Othello, with specific reference 

to the unspoken lines following theirs with sexual implication. Before he steals a kiss, Damerel 

quotes a then popular poem, “But beauty’s self she is” (Heyer 31), neglecting the next line 

“When all her robes are gone.” Ventia responds with a quote from Othello: 

“And as for you, sir,” said Venetia, meeting that searching stare with a 

flaming look, “your quotations don’t make your advances a whit more acceptable 

to me—and they don’t deceive me into thinking you are anything but a persistent, 

complete knave.” 

He burst out laughing. “Bravo! Where did you find that?” 

Venetia, who had suddenly remembered the rest of the quotation, replied: 

“If you don’t know, I certainly shan’t tell you. That phrase is apt enough, but the 

context won’t do.” (32) 

 

The context which embarrasses Venetia is Iago’s suggestion that Desdemona has been intimate 

with Cassio, the knave in question. Damerel goes on to say that he will have to study his 

Shakespeare and then offers his own quote from the play: “My reputation, Iago, my reputation!” 

(33). Osborne explains the possible significance of this moment even if the reader does not 

follow the exchange: “Although the reader may not get the joke or the subtle suggestion that 

Damerel, like Cassio, has lost his reputation for an indiscretion provoked by another, this 

Shakespearean bantering shows that the characters understand one another. As the Regency 

genre evolves, using Shakespeare as a shared language often signals the intellectual 

compatibility between hero and heroine” (“Bard” 50). Andrea Pickens similarly utilizes 

Shakespearean allusions in The Spy Wore Silk. Her heroine, Siena, sees the hero, Kirtland, 

reading Shakespeare when she spies on him:  
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From the bookshelf by his bed, the earl picked a volume from the leather-

bound set of Shakespeare’s works, plumped the pillows, and settled between the 

sheets to read.  

The candlelight caught the gleam of the gilt title. Hamlet. 

Good night, sweet prince. 

She cocked a silent salute before taking the rope in hand and dropping 

down into the darkness. And yet, she could not quite slip away from the strange 

soliloquy taking voice in her own head. To be or not to be…distracted by 

unaccountable emotions. (95-6) 

 

Siena inverts traditional social roles with her Shakespearean quotation. Not only does she 

covertly observe the hero, subverting the male gaze, but she also speaks Hamlet’s speech rather 

than Ophelia’s. By quoting the very play Kirtland reads and allowing Shakespeare to be caught 

up in her deliberations about her emotions for him, Siena demonstrates both her position as his 

intellectual equal and their suitability for one another.  

 Authors occasionally depict the lovers completing each other’s quotations, much to their 

mutual pleasure and the development of their attachment. The couples complete one another 

other’s Shakespearean quotations or trade different quotations in 34 of the novels surveyed, or 

6.3 percent. Their ability to do so serves as a cue to the reader of their romantic compatibility. 

This occurs extensively in Sabrina Jefferies A Dangerous Love, where quotations of Shakespeare 

within the text drive much of the relationship. The heroine, Rosalind, quotes Shakespeare 

consistently throughout the novel and verbally spars with the hero, Griff Knighton, over 

identifying or completing various lines. They exchange Shakespeare quotations throughout their 

interactions:  

“All right. Until breakfast.” He started for the door, then paused and 

turned back as an overwhelming urge to have the last word seized him. “By the 

way, your line about the ‘iron tongue of midnight’? It’s from A Midsummer 

Night’s Dream.” 

As her startled gaze fixed on him, he added, “So, you see, I don’t only 

memorize ‘those lines of great literature suitable for deceiving women,’ as you 

put it. In fact, I remember very well the rest of the passage.” Very softly, he 

quoted. “‘The iron tongue of midnight hath told twelve lovers, to bed; ‘tis almost 
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fairy time. / I fear we shall out sleep the coming morn / As much as we this night 

have over watch’d.’” 

When his mention of lovers provoked yet another blush in those cheeks, a 

fierce satisfaction warmed his blood. Yes, the Amazon could be bested after all, 

and he’d found the way to do it. “While our ‘fairy time’ has 

been…er…enlightening, we’ve definitely ‘overwatch’d’the night, Lady Rosalind. 

So you may wish to take care you don’t ‘out sleep the coming morn’ and arrive 

late for breakfast tomorrow.” (37)  

 

Griff shifts the quotations to ones that suggest sexual intimacy, escalating their relationship even 

as he demonstrates the depth of his Shakespearean knowledge. He appropriates Shakespeare to 

suit his desires. Moreover, he articulates the connection between their shared Shakespearean 

language and their compatibility as part of his courtship: 

Brushing her cheek with his lips, he lowered his voice seductively. “For 

one thing, you and I are very well matched. You must admit it.” 

“Well matched in bed, you mean,” she choked out. Curse him for his 

ability to fog her mind with passion.  

“Everywhere.” Clasping her chin, he forced it up so she’d look into his 

eyes, his beautiful, devious eyes. “What do you think are your chances of finding 

a husband who can match your knowledge of Shakespeare quote for quote?”… 

She lifted an eyebrow. “We haven’t yet established that you can match me 

quote for quote, sir.” 

He smiled at her taunt. “Then perhaps we should. Think of all the 

enjoyment we’ll have doing so.” (270) 

 

Here, Griff expects Rosalind to appreciate his own ability to keep up with her knowledge. In 

saying that she will not find someone else who can complete her quotations, he suggests she will 

not find anyone else to complete her. Their shared knowledge and enjoyment of Shakespeare 

then becomes the symbol for their shared emotions and tastes. This knowledge of the bard 

demonstrates just how well they suit one another. 

 A shared love for Shakespeare can also unite heroes and heroines from different social 

positions. In Meredith Duran’s A Lady’s Lesson in Scandal, the heroine was raised in the slums. 

The hero finds her and attempts to elevate her to her rightful place in society. Her Shakespearean 

knowledge pleases him and helps reveal that she is more than her apparent social position would 
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suggest (195). The couple exchange Shakespearean quotations while he attempts to teach her to 

speak like a lady: 

His voice suddenly sounded clipped. “It’s always a show Nell—for all of us. ‘All 

the world’s a stage,’ as the bard wrote.” 

 “He also said life was ‘a tale told by an idiot, signifying nothing,’” Nell 

shot back. “If that’s the case, I might as well find a grave to go lie down in.” (153) 

 

They appropriate Shakespeare to further their arguments, but while the hero quotes him as an 

authority, Nell rejects Shakespeare’s statements. Duran’s heroine challenges the usage of 

Shakespeare’s dialogue as aphorisms. Doing so illustrates both her strength of will and 

cleverness. And the hero appreciates these qualities. Near the end of the novel, the hero is 

devastated when the heroine suddenly leaves: 

He found himself back in the library, staring sightlessly at rows of books. 

One still sat open on the table, marking the spot where Nell had abandoned it. 

She’d found another of her mother’s books. The Tempest. Some weeks ago, 

they’d had a discussion—some vigorous, miraculous debate—about this play. 

Had she come down here at dawn to dwell on that conversation? He recalled little 

of it but his own astonishment, his growing wonder, at discovering the woman 

across from him to be so much more than he’s imagined—a world unto herself, 

begging to be explored. 

A passage on the page leapt out at him. 

You taught me language, my profit on’t 

Is, I know how to curse. The red plague rid you, 

For learning me your language! 

Words spoken by Caliban, the poor, savage monster whom Prospero had 

sought to tame. Nell had reviled him, refused to grant him an ounce of pity. At the 

time, Simon had found her opinion diverting. He’d wondered smugly if she 

gathered the irony of a woman from the slums, come to convert herself into a 

lady, sneering at a spirit who had resisted being enslaved by the hypocrisies and 

strictures of Prospero’s civilization. 

He touched the page with a hand that trembled. The memory of his 

amusement sickened him now. Caliban had nothing to do with her. It was not she, 

but rather he, Simon, the bloody Earl of Rushden, who had learned a new 

language during her time here. He’d rediscovered it, maybe, gained a better 

understanding of it, a new fluency.” (356-7) 

 

Duran does not need to narrate the debate itself, as simply mentioning it serves the same purpose. 

Moreover, the previous exchange already demonstrated Nell’s passion and intelligence. Duran 
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employs the comparison of Nell and Caliban to elucidate the hero’s emotional journey. When he 

first met Nell, he viewed her as a figure like Caliban, railing against society. But now he 

appreciates her as the woman he loves. This moment demonstrates his growth and his realization 

of his feelings for Nell. The hero realizes that the language he had learned was love.  

 Authors continually return to this quotation capping banter to indicate the suitability of 

their characters. It provides a shorthand for romantic chemistry without requiring extensive 

description. These exchanges tend to engage more fully with Shakespeare’s text, at times playing 

with the original context of the quotations. The hero and heroine trade Shakespeare quotations in 

Jo Beverly’s An Unwilling Bride. Beverly indicates her hero’s devastation at being unable to go 

to war by having him quote Henry V to the heroine: “One day he even quoted the words 

Shakespeare put into the mouth of Henry V. ‘‘And gentlemen in England now abed / Shall think 

themselves accursed they were not here, / And hold their manhoods cheap whiles any speaks / 

That fought with us—’’ He broke off. ‘The where and when are yet to be decided. I doubt it will 

hold off until Saint Crispin’s day, however’” (220). The heroine understands his anguish and 

rightly interprets his quotations. Later, they exchange quotations in a banter that further 

demonstrates their compatibility: 

“Tut tut,” he murmured and brushed a curl back from her heated cheek. 

“Doesn’t Shakespeare say, ‘True nobility is exempt from fear.’? A marchioness 

should be afraid of nothing.” 

Beth rose quickly to her feet and faced him, dusting the last few oats from 

her hands. “He also says, I recollect, ‘Sweet mercy is nobility’s true badge?’ I 

pray you, Lord Arden,” she said with mock appeal, “of your mercy spare me the 

water.” 

He laughed as he rose gracefully to his feet. He touched her nose gently 

with one finger. “Will you always have a quotation to cap each of mine? You’ve 

spent too much time buried in books, my lady.” 

“Apparently an excellent training for marriage, my lord.” 

“Only to me, I suspect.” He collapsed down again on the grass near their 

books. “Come and sit by me, Beth.” (222-3) 
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The hero notes that not all men would desire a wife that can meet them quote for quote, and 

likely many would not be able to do the same. Hence, it is the shared knowledge of Shakespeare 

that makes the hero and heroine right for one another. Even though the hero suggests the heroine 

has too much education, she demonstrates her wit with her reply. This ability to complete each 

other’s quotations coincides with the romance novel view of couples as uniquely suited for one 

another. 

 The most common presentations of Shakespeare as a shared language occur when one 

character completes the other’s quotation. In Victoria Alexander’s Secrets of a Proper Lady, the 

hero, Daniel, masqueraded as his own secretary. The heroine, Cordelia, has also been deceptive, 

pretending to be her companion in an attempt to learn about Daniel, her betrothed. The two fall 

in love with their supposed inferiors and each is relieved to discover the mistake, but too proud 

to admit it at first. Daniel mentions Shakespeare in an attempt to turn the conversation from 

names before he learns she knows of his deception: 

She patted his chest for emphasis then turned away. “Although I suppose 

one name is just as good as another.” 

“Shakespeare thought so.” When in doubt, fall back on the tried and true. 

No one was more tried and true than Shakespeare and at the moment, no one more 

in doubt than Daniel himself. No matter what she called him. “What’s in a name? 

That which we call a rose by any other name would smell as sweet.” 

“You’re resorting to Shakespeare? My goodness, my unexpected 

appearance must have you more ill at ease than I thought.” She grinned. “I find it 

charming of you. But if you wish to invoke Shakespeare…” She shrugged. “He 

said any number of things usually appropriate to the occasion, whatever the 

occasion may be. Let me think.” She paused and tapped her forefinger against her 

chin. “‘Love all, trust a few. Do wrong to none.’ From All’s Well That Ends Well. 

Or ‘No legacy is so rich as honesty.’ Again from All’s Well That Ends Well.” She 

raised a brow. “Well?” 

“Well, what?” 

“Well, it’s your turn, for a quote. Don’t you have one?” 

“Nothing comes to mind,” Daniel muttered. 

“I thought you liked Shakespeare?” She wandered around the room idly 

glancing at the framed engravings on the wall. “And you did start this.” 
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“I do like Shakespeare and I didn’t realize I was starting something.” A 

defensive note sounded in his voice. “I just can’t think of anything appropriately 

Shakespearean at the moment.” How could she possibly expect him to think about 

Shakespeare when all he could think about was why she was here. What she 

wanted. How to get rid of her. And what would surely happen if he didn’t. He 

furrowed his brow and tried to think of something intelligent to say. “I have it. 

‘Alas, poor Yorick, I knew him well.’” 

“Not that well, Yorick,” she murmured absently, her gaze drifting over 

Warren’s desk. “The quote is actually ‘Alas, poor Yorick! I knew him, Horatio.’” 

“I knew that.” He scoffed. “It just slipped my mind for a minute. It’s from 

Hamlet.” 

“Very good, Warren, indeed it is. As is ‘Something is rotten in the state of 

Denmark.’” She glanced at him and smiled. “How very lucky we are then not to 

be in Denmark.” (249-50) 

 

Cordelia’s quotations indicate her awareness of Daniel’s deception. In this instance, readers 

could appreciate the joke and participate, feeling superior to Daniel until he realizes the subtext 

of the conversation. Daniel later realizes that all of her Shakespeare quotations deal with 

deception and indicated that the heroine had discovered his deception. By correcting Daniel’s 

quotation, Cordelia demonstrates her intelligence and her willingness to challenge him. And 

while Daniel quickly defends himself, he is not discouraged or angered by the heroine 

demonstrating that she knows more than he does. Instead, he sees them as well matched through 

this exchange. Shakespeare evens the playing field in interactions between the sexes in historical 

romance novels. While in the actual historical period women had little power, romance authors 

appropriate Shakespeare in ways that allow the women to challenge the patriarchal status quo in 

the historical setting. 

 Virginia Henley’s Undone opens with the hero meeting the heroine and immediately 

turning to Shakespeare and acting out a scene: 

 John Campbell, unable to help himself, couldn’t resist quoting A 

Midsummer Night’s Dream. “Ill met by moonlight, proud Titania.” 

 The queen of the fairies turned her head to gaze at him. “What, jealous 

Oberon?” She raised a dismissive hand to the dragonflies. “Fairies, skip hence.” 
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She lifted a proud chin and glanced away from him with disdain. “I have forsworn 

his bed and his company.” 

 The tall, dark young man took a step toward her and delivered Oberon’s 

line. “Tarry, rash wanton! Am not I thy lord?” 

 Titania smiled and sank into a curtsy. “Then I must be thy lady.” 

 He closed the distance between them in two strides and laughing, took her 

hands and raised her. “What on earth is a beautiful English lady doing unattended 

in a meadow in the wilds of Ireland?” (1-2) 

 

She tells him she has been trained to be an actress (3). He repeats the same quote when he sees 

her again after she has married one of his friends (269). They are the ones who should really be 

together, as evidenced by their shared Shakespearean language.   

In Lynn Kerstan’s Dangerous Deceptions the heroine, Kate, is a spy masquerading as an 

actress while men at a pleasure house bid for her attention. She considers the hero in terms of 

Shakespeare’s characters. “Not Petruchio, she thought. Now he was Puck, lounging on a tree 

branch, watching Bottom and the other befuddled characters stumble through their midsummer 

night’s dream” (72). These comparisons serve to describe both the hero and the foolish men 

around him. Once the hero enters the bidding, they engage in verbal sparring through 

Shakespeare’s dialogue. He tosses a coin at her feet, beginning their verbal combat: 

 She stopped herself from looking down at it. Well played, sir. Planting her 

hands on her hips, she gave him her fiercest flare. “‘Is it your will to make a stale 

of me among these mates?’” 

 He grinned. “‘Where two raging fires meet together, they do consume the 

thing that feeds their fury’” 

 Good heavens. He did know the play. Even the lines. Well, one of them, 

but the one he’d chosen resonated to her bones. God knew she was a raging fire. 

But she was also a competent actress, one who had, for the moment, forgotten all 

that Shakespeare wrote for his Kate to say. Except, “‘Where did you study all this 

goodly speech?’” 

 His teeth flashed. “‘It is extempore, from my mother-wit’” 

 “Give me leave to doubt it, sir. A few witticisms filtered into your dreams 

while you were sleeping through a play.” (73) 
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Kate does not expect him to be able to respond with a quotation and has a visceral response when 

he caps her quotation from The Taming of the Shrew. His behavior and wit attract her despite her 

precarious situation. This exchange indicates their suitability to readers and each other.    

 In Julie Anne Long’s To Love a Thief, the heroine is a pickpocket who loves books. She 

read Shakespeare to her neighbor (102). She and the hero finish each other’s quotations from 

Timon of Athens: 

 Gideon smiled faintly, and then he tilted his head back, his eyes on the 

shadowy ceiling; the firelight gilding his throat. “‘The sun’s a thief, and with his 

great attraction, robs the vast sea…’” he murmured.  

 Lily’s heart gave an astonished kick. Hearing those familiar words in this 

place, in his voice…she waited. But he didn’t seem inclined to continue. 

 “‘…The moon’s an errant thief, and her pale fire she snatches from the 

sun…’” she encouraged softly. She could have recited the rest to him, but she 

wanted to hear it in his voice.  

 Instead Gideon slowly lowered his head and regarded her wonderingly. 

“You know it.” 

 Lily nodded. 

 “It’s beautiful,” Gideon admitted after a brief silence. He sounded 

almost… shy. 

 Lily hated to ruin the moment for him, but she couldn’t resist an 

opportunity to make a point. “And it’s all about how everything is a thief.”  

 Startled, Gideon laughed, and she laughed, too, because she couldn’t help 

it; he had a wonderful laugh. It was full of the boy he must have been, and she 

wished he didn’t ration it the way he seemed to. Their eyes met again; faint smiles 

curved both of their mouths, and Lily could think of nothing to say. (138-9) 

 

In this instance, the heroine’s intelligence and love of books presents her as someone who can 

rise above her position. The hero is pleased that she knows Shakespeare and amused by her 

comment about the quotations. Talking about Shakespeare allows them to find common ground 

despite their very different social situations.  

 In Amanda McCabe’s Lady Midnight when the heroine tells the hero her full name with 

its Shakespearean connection, they trade quotations: 

“My full name is Katerina.” And it was the first time she had said it—even 

thought it—in months. It didn’t seem like her name anymore. 
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 Michael smiled into his glass. “‘They call me Katerina that do talk of 

me.’” 

 “How clever of you, Michael!” His name came more easily to her now, as 

if she had been saying it for years and years. “My mother so admired that play, I 

was named for it. But now I am not Katerina. ‘You lie, in faith; for you are called 

plain Kate.’” 

 “ ‘And bonny Kate, and sometimes Kate the curst; / But, Kate, the prettiest 

Kate in Christendom,’” Michael said, finishing the quote. (167) 

 

Her father was a scholar who introduced her mother to Shakespeare. Michael often quotes this 

quotation when he thinks of Kate throughout the novel, even before this exchange (102). The 

first time he quotes it he is watching her, entranced. He quotes the above passage, adding the 

later line “Kate of my consolation” a phrase he repeats throughout the novel (102). Michael also 

quotes Shakespeare when he and Kate finally decide to consummate their relationship, “‘That 

day they read no more’” (222). The two then complete each other’s quotations afterward when it 

is time to return home: 

“I suppose we should, my sensible Kate, though I would much prefer to stay here. 

‘It is not yet near day. / It was the nightingale, and not the lark, / That pierced the 

fearful hollow of thine ear.’” 

 “‘It was the lark, the herald of the morn.’” Kate searched the fusty floor 

for her clothes with an increasing urgency, but she had to stop and smile at him, 

running the tips of her fingers along the side of his whisker-roughened face. “Oh, 

my dear. We quote Shakespeare even now. How can we do that?” She turned 

away, reaching out for her discarded stockings. They were still damp, so she cast 

them aside and just took up her boots. 

 He rolled up onto his elbow, supporting his tousled head on his palm. 

“What better time for Shakespeare? The old bard of Avon was quite preoccupied 

with romance. I’m sure he must have written a scene much like this one.” (228) 

 

Shakespeare provides the language of love for these characters, this time from Romeo and Juliet. 

The heroine sees their quotations as something unfit to their relations, but the hero’s response 

better fits the frequent use of Shakespeare quotations in sexual scenes within romance novels.   

 Who quotes Shakespeare and how they do so in a romance novel can therefore indicate 

much about the characters to romance readers. Quoting Shakespeare becomes a cue to readers 
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that romance authors can use as shorthand. Knowledge of the Bard signals intelligence, 

education, and emotional availability, but only when done correctly and by the hero or heroine. 

Shakespeare’s words frequently help a romance along, when spoken between lovers and become 

a shared language between them.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 “WHAT’S IN A NAME?”: TITLES, NAMES, AND OPENING QUOTATIONS 

 

 Publishers release a large number of historical romance novels each month. The 

Romance Writers of America website reports that 33 historical romance novels were released in 

January 2013 alone. Authors continually search for ways to differentiate their novels from the 

others on the market. Shakespearean allusions can serve to distinguish a romance novel from the 

plethora of other works available. The most obvious attempts to connect a romance novel to 

Shakespeare occur in romance authors’ use of Shakespearean titles, names, and opening 

quotations in their novels. These allusions are also generally the most easily identified by readers 

as they often explicitly signal the relationship between their work and Shakespeare’s.  

Twenty-five of the 539 romance novels I surveyed employ titles alluding to a 

Shakespeare play (see table 6). Twenty-four of the romance novels quote Shakespeare at the 

beginning of the novel and twenty-seven quote him at the beginning of chapters (three of these 

also include opening quotations). While these are not the most frequent uses of Shakespeare in 

romances, titles and opening quotations are the most obvious, as they appear on the cover or in 

the front matter of the novel. These sections are those that a customer would read when deciding 

whether to purchase the book. These allusions most clearly draw on Shakespeare’s value as a 

cultural authority because they explicitly attempt to connect their work to Shakespeare’s. These 

quotations convey a concept of perceived literary merit to the contents of the novels.  
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Table 6 Shakespearean Allusions by Type, Part 2
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Along with these obvious allusions, Shakespearean names frequently appear within 

historical romance novels.  Given the popularity of many of these names in a variety of contexts 

across time (such as Miranda, Beatrice, and Ariel), it is not always clear that the appellations are 

intended to be perceived by readers as rooted in Shakespeare. However, within my sample, 

authors explicitly refer to a name originating in Shakespeare’s works in 35 of the 539 novels, or 

roughly six percent of them. Giving a character a Shakespearean name allows the romance 

author to efficiently signal aspects of the character’s personality in relation to their 

Shakespearean counterpart.  

Titles alluding to Shakespeare provide one obvious means for authors to link their works 

to canonical literature. Titles attempt to attract readers and generally convey the first impression 
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of a novel. These titles can signal that the novel will present a reworking of a Shakespearean 

plot, such as in Eloisa James’ Taming of the Duke. But, more often, the text does not fulfill the 

Shakespearean promise of the titles. Merely linking the title appears enough to secure readers’ 

attention, as the authors do not always feel compelled to rewrite the text. Eight of the twenty-five 

romances with Shakespearean titles within my survey include no internal Shakespeare allusions 

at all. Half of these novels allude to Shakespeare’s Taming of the Shrew in the title, such as: 

Taming the Scotsman, Taming the Highlander, Taming the Heiress, The Taming of Lord Astor, 

The Taming of Ryder Cavanaugh, and multiple versions of The Taming of the Duke. Jackie 

Manning’s Taming of the Duke bears no resemblance to Shakespeare’s play. The Taming of Lord 

Astor presents little to no taming; the hero needs no correcting and the heroine falls in love with 

him without ever trying to change much about him. There are no Shakespearean quotations 

within the novel. These authors associate their works with Shakespeare’s play without adapting 

the plot, suggesting their interest focuses on drawing reader attention to their novels.  

The other plays most often alluded to in titles include Romeo and Juliet and Much Ado 

About Nothing. Like those alluding to The Taming of the Shrew, many of these novels also seem 

to appropriate Shakespeare to make their titles stand out, as significant Shakespearean allusions 

do not always occur within the text. The titular allusions can also be to lines from a play, such as 

Kasey Michaels’s A Gentleman By Any Other Name which alludes to the line, “That which we 

call a rose / By any other word would smell as sweet” from Romeo and Juliet (2.1.85-6). This 

novel includes no significant Shakespearean connections. Shakespeare appears only when a 

character alludes to Romeo and Juliet (347). But when the hero’s brother calls him “Romeo,” he 

implies the hero behaves like a lover in general rather than in any way that corresponds with 

Shakespeare’s tragic young hero. Karen Hawkins retitled her recent rerelease Much Ado About 
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Marriage even though the book has few similarities to Shakespeare’s work other than the 

frequent banter between the hero and heroine. The novel was originally titled One Lucky Lord. 

This change to a Shakespearean title suggests that authors believe that Shakespearean allusions 

appeal to readers. Hawkins explains in her August 27, 2010 blog post that she had to convince 

her publisher that novels set in Tudor England would sell: “I hope you’ll support my love for the 

Tudor era by giving MUCH ADO ABOUT MARRIAGE a try. And if you like it, tell your 

friends. Maybe together, we can start a new trend for the book industry! GO, US!” The new title 

coincides with this attempt to attract readers to the novel.  Moreover, Hawkins was attempting to 

market an unpopular time period for romance, the Elizabethan era. Few historical romance 

authors set novels in this period, choosing instead to write about the Regency or Medieval 

England. In order to gain readership, Hawkins draws on the association of Shakespeare and the 

Elizabethan era. The broad appeal and popularity of films such as Shakespeare in Love have 

familiarized audiences with this time period to which they otherwise would not be exposed. 

Therefore, Hawkins’s shift to a Shakespearean title could be used to link the book to a more 

familiar aspect of the Elizabethan era. 

Hawkins’s new title fits within the current trend with historical romance titles as well. In 

an effort to distinguish their novels from other books, authors more frequently incorporate puns 

on famous or popular works. Three authors produced novels with titles alluding to Pride and 

Prejudice in 2011: Sylvia Day’s Pride and Pleasure, Jenna Bayley-Burke’s Pride and Passion, 

and Charlotte Featherstone’s Pride & Passion. Maya Rodale’s recent novels A Groom of One’s 

Own and A Tale of Two Lovers also play with familiar highbrow titles. In the past year, both 

Victoria Alexander and Miranda Neville have published novels titled The Importance of Being 

Wicked. The trend began with Shakespearean allusions and has since expanded to other authors 
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and even popular children’s works such as Shana Galen’s If You Give a Rake a Ruby and When 

You Give a Duke a Diamond which play on the If You Give A Mouse A Cookie books.   

 Along with Shakespearean titles, historical romance authors often choose names that 

originate in Shakespeare’s plays. Pets with Shakespearean names appeared in 15 of the romances 

in my sample. Some of these namings are subtle, such as a dog named Falstaff in Kit Donner’s 

The Vengeful Bridegroom13, and often read like inside jokes to demonstrate the author’s 

knowledge of Shakespeare. Other times, the characters discuss the animals’ names with an 

emphasis on their Shakespearean origin. For example, in Keegan’s Lady, by Catherine Anderson, 

the hero names his horse Shakespeare. When the heroine asks about the name, the hero debates 

whether to share that detail, before he admits that the horse’s coat reminded him of a leather-

bound edition of Shakespeare’s works his stepfather gave him (200). This discussion draws 

attention to the name, ensuring readers notice the allusion. In Sophie Jordan’s Too Wicked to 

Tame, the hero’s horse is Iago, and the heroine is Portia. When the horse tries to bite Portia, the 

hero states, “Iago doesn’t care for females” (17). Portia then thinks, “Iago? How fitting. The 

beast would be named after one of Shakespeare’s most villainous characters” (17). Portia 

indicates the allusion to Shakespeare and provides a reminder of Iago’s role in Othello. By 

catching the allusion, Portia is identified as an educated and well-read woman in her time period. 

The naming therefore serves to characterize a protagonist (and the horse) and to demonstrate the 

author’s knowledge. 

 A hero’s or heroine’s name often provides information about them for readers. This 

characterization shorthand works extremely effectively when a large number of the audience 

                                                 
13 Tracy Anne Warren names a cat Hamlet in His Favorite Mistress and a dog Horatio in The 

Husband Trap. The dog is named Shakespeare in Suzanne Enoch’s With This Ring: Reforming a 

Rake. In Jacquie D’Alessandro’s Sleepless at Midnight, the hero’s dog is Othello and heroine’s 

dog is Desdemona. There is a horse named Othello in Jo Beverley’s An Unlikely Countess.  
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understands the cultural allusions. Kate Nagy explains the importance of names in romance 

novels on the Heroes and Heartbreakers website: 

Just one or two short words can telegraph not only a character’s gender but also 

his or her nationality, ethnicity, social stratum, and (sometimes) religion, and can 

often convey attitude and personality… In a romance novel, the heroine tends to 

either have a euphonious name (names that end in “a” are common) or a 

descriptive one. For example, Jane Eyre’s name—short, blunt, and plain—echoes 

her personality and even her appearance (she’s described in several places as short 

and slight).  It never would have occurred to Charlotte Brontë to name her 

eponymous heroine, say, “Isabella.”… While a well-named hero or heroine can 

help draw the reader into a story, an anachronistic or otherwise weird or 

inappropriate name can have the opposite effect. 

 

Names then ideally provide romance readers with details about characterization. Selecting 

Shakespearean names affords authors an opportunity to evoke a number of likely personality 

traits with a single literary allusion.  

For example, romance readers could expect a heroine named Kate or Katherine to be 

opinionated and hot-tempered like her Shakespearean counterpart in The Taming of the Shrew. 

One named Juliet might be quick to fall in love. In Lady Larkspur Declines, Sharon Sobel names 

her hero Benedict, after the character in Much Ado About Nothing. Like his Shakespearean 

predecessor, the hero enjoys witty banter with the heroine. Sobel emphasizes her use of a 

Shakespearean appellation for the hero during a discussion of his family name with the heroine: 

 “It is a very good name” Lady Larkspur said thoughtfully, “deserving of 

credit if it is earned. But how came you to Benedict? I know only a few of that 

name, and one is only a literary character.” 

 “It is also a family name, one I share with Raeborn. But my parents were 

not unaware of the literary reference, and used it for their own pleasure. I suspect 

their nature is as playful as that of your own family. As you Leicesters are all 

named for flowers in the garden, my sisters and I are named for Shakespeare’s 

heroes and heroines. I suppose I must count myself lucky their inclinations were 

not reversed, for I might have found myself called Petunia or something of that 

sort.” (91) 
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The heroine laughs out loud at that comment and the hero realizes just how much he “had come 

to appreciate her revelations of practical intelligence, bookish knowledge and cutting wit” (92). 

Her recognition of his Shakespearean name makes it easier for the hero to notice the heroine’s 

cleverness, and his appreciation of it fits with his association with Shakespeare’s Benedict. Both 

Benedicts enjoy exchanging witticisms with their potential mates. Sobel draws attention to her 

allusion to Shakespeare and uses the moment to further the romance between the hero and 

heroine. 

These iterations of the name-as-characterization strategy leave no doubt in readers’ minds 

that not only are the names from Shakespeare but also that this carries meaning relevant to the 

novels. In Victoria Alexander’s His Mistress by Christmas, a whole family has Shakespearean 

appellations which suit their characterization. The hero’s sister Bianca suggests their 

Shakespearean names influenced her siblings’ lives: 

 “It was inevitable, I suppose, marital difficulties, that is, when one is 

named after a character from The Taming of the Shrew, even if not the Shrew 

herself. Did you know that everyone in the family is named after a Shakespearean 

character?” 

 “Then Sebastian is…” Veronica thought for a moment. “From Twelfth 

Night?”  

 Bianca nodded. “Now it seems quite charming of Mother, but as a child it 

was rather odd to be named for a fictional character.” She leaned toward Veronica 

in a confidential manner. “I suspect it was an excuse to choose names she found 

more interesting than Mary or Anne or Jane.” 

Veronica laughed. 

 “I am eternally grateful I am not a Juliet.” Bianca shook her head in a 

mock serious manner. “She did not end well.” 

“You think the name would carry a curse along with it?” 

 “There are certain expectations, I would think, although even Shakespeare 

himself asked what’s in a name.” Bianca smiled. “Sebastian has never quite felt 

that he has lived up to expectations.” 

Veronica frowned. “Because of his name?” 

“No because of his choices. At least not Father’s expectations.” (176) 
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But, of course, the romance author named and chose the fate of the characters. While Bianca’s 

name suggests a beautiful girl with men fighting over her, Sebastian’s connection to his 

Shakespearean predecessor aligns with his hasty decision to marry the heroine. In the novel, 

Sebastian is an explorer who returns home and attempts to prove himself to his family, in part by 

acquiring a home and a wife. Veronica cannot determine the expectations associated with 

Sebastian’s name given the character’s minor role within Shakespeare’s text. Alexander develops 

his character beyond that of his Shakespearean counterpart, who only appears briefly in the play. 

Victoria Alexander addresses her use of Shakespearean names in a post on her website in which 

she imagines a conversation with the matriarch of the family, Helena: 

“Did you know I gave all my children names from Shakespeare?” 

I nodded again. “I did. I thought it was brilliant.” 

“It was,” she said smugly. (“Meet the Hadley-Attwaters”) 

 

The entire encounter presents Alexander as merely a participant in the discussion. Yet, in telling 

the fictional character that she was clever to choose these names, Alexander lauds her own 

decision. Moreover, Alexander clearly desires readers to note the Shakespearean connection and 

identify it as a clever decision. In this instance, the Shakespearean names satisfy the author’s 

ego.  

Romance authors create characters who explicitly identify the Shakespearean origin of 

character names within the text in 35 of the 539 romances I surveyed. Doing so can ensure that 

their readers notice the allusion. This both solidifies the connection between the romance novel 

character and Shakespeare’s work and demonstrates the author’s literary knowledge. For 

example, in Anne Mallory’s Seven Secrets of Seduction, upon learning the heroine’s name is 

Miranda, the hero replies, “It’s a lovely name. Quite Shakespearean” (62). Connecting her to 

Miranda from The Tempest can portray her as an isolated and perhaps naive woman, which suits 
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her depiction as a young bookstore clerk. This moment also demonstrates the hero’s familiarity 

with Shakespeare, signaling both his intelligence and the author’s education. Moreover, the hero 

appreciates her name because of this connection, much as romance authors appear to expect 

readers will. In Megan Frampton’s A Singular Lady the hero asks the heroine, Titania, about her 

name: “Are you named after Shakespeare’s queen of the fairies, or perhaps your parents were 

astronomically inclined?” (28). While the heroine cannot bring herself to answer him because 

she is distracted by him holding her hand, his comment clarifies the source of the name for the 

readers. Frampton further confirms this association when the heroine later quotes Shakespeare 

and the hero dresses as Puck from A Midsummer Night’s Dream for a masquerade in an attempt 

to woo her (140). In this instance, the discussion demonstrates both the author’s and the hero’s 

knowledge of the Bard, as he recognizes the origin of her name and dresses accordingly.  

Not all characters appreciate their Shakespearean names. The heroine laments her 

Shakespearean name in Karen Hawkins’s How to Treat a Lady:  

She turned a resentful gaze on the captain. “I do not mean to complain, but 

I do wish my parents had spent a little more time considering the burden of 

having such a name. It was not at all considerate.” 

 Mrs. Ward grabbed the turn of conversation, smiling brightly. “Dear, I’ve 

apologized for that at least a thousand times. It was your father’s turn to name the 

baby, and you know he was sadly addicted to Shakespeare. He happened to be in 

the middle of reading Hamlet when you were born and there was simply no 

reasoning with him.”  

 Stephen dusted his fingers with his napkin. “Just thank the stars he didn’t 

name you Cleopatra.” 

 “Or Puck,” Derrick added around a mouthful of asparagus. “That would 

be worse.” 

 Sophia curled her nose. “Ugh! Puck would be a horrid name. Ophelia, if 

you want another name, I supposed we could call you Puck.” (162) 

 

Not only does this passage draw attention to her Shakespearean name, but it makes a joke out of 

imagining other potential Shakespearean names for the character, demonstrating the author’s and 

the characters’ knowledge of other plays. Moreover, these names evoke vastly different 
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characters from Shakespeare’s works that would not suit Ophelia’s personality. So both she and 

the author maintain the original name. A similar moment occurs in Mary Jo Putney’s “The Black 

Beast of Belleterre” within Christmas Revels. The hero remembers that the heroine’s name is 

Shakespearean:  

 When he had made his plea for money five years earlier, Sir Edwin had 

mentioned his daughter’s name. It was something fanciful that had made Falconer 

think her mother must have loved Shakespeare. Titania, the fairy queen? No, not 

that. Ophelia or Desdemona? No, neither of those. 

 Ariel—her name was Ariel. Now that Falconer saw the girl, he realized 

that her name was perfect, for she seemed not quite mortal, a creature of air and 

sunshine. (297) 

 

The hero demonstrates his knowledge of multiple Shakespearean plays, as well as the author’s. 

Without this passage readers might associate this name with the title character of Disney’s The 

Little Mermaid rather than Shakespeare’s work. Also, each of these names coincide with aspects 

of Shakespeare’s characters. The hero confirms that the heroine shares characteristics with her 

Shakespearean namesake. 

 The explanations of the Shakespearean origins of characters names at times divulge more 

about the author than the characters in the novel. While the previous authors demonstrate the 

depth of their literary knowledge with these allusions, others make errors that suggest their 

familiarity could be superficial.  Along with the horse in Jordan’s Too Wicked to Tame, the 

heroine also has a Shakespearean moniker, Portia. While Portia correctly identifies the origin of 

the horse’s name, she falters when describing her own. When asked about her name, Portia 

explains, “My mother named me after Portia in Merchant of Venice… or Hamlet, depending 

what day you spoke with her…and her mood…and whether or not I happened to be in her favor 

at the time” (20). While the allusion to The Merchant of Venice is correct, Portia does not appear 

in Hamlet. Two possible interpretations exist here. Either Portia attempts to indicate that her 
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mother did not know Shakespeare’s works, or Jordan made a mistake.  Jordan might have meant 

to say Julius Caesar, which contains the other Portia in Shakespeare’s plays. Portia’s listing of 

the wrong play potentially undercuts Jordan’s other uses of Shakespeare. It is unlikely that 

Jordan intended her heroine to not know which play her name appears in. Portia’s earlier 

appreciation for the name of the horse indicates that Jordan clearly desires Portia to be seen as 

knowledgeable about Shakespeare. If this mistake was intended as a joke at her mother’s 

expense, it likely would have been more pronounced and the novel would include other 

examples of her mother’s foolishness.  Most readers would not notice this error. However, the 

mistake suggests that Jordan might not be as familiar with Shakespeare as she would have 

readers believe. Clearly, either her editors are also unfamiliar with Shakespeare or consider it 

sufficient to borrow names from Shakespeare without ensuring the supporting details are 

accurate. In instance like these, it is the act of alluding to Shakespeare that authors care about, 

not the accuracy of the allusions. Such allusions are generally superficial since the authors rarely 

consult Shakespeare’s text.  

 At times, Shakespearean names can also indicate the importance of the Bard to characters 

within a novel or the role of Shakespeare’s works within the novel. These allusions can signal 

that Shakespearean quotations will further the plot. The significance becomes clear only after a 

character notes the Shakespearean appellations.  In Sabrina Jeffries’s A Dangerous Love, the 

hero notes that the sisters’ names come from Shakespeare and asks Lady Helena about them 

early in the novel:  

 “Speaking of eccentricities, I noticed that you and your sisters bear the 

names of Shakespearean heroines. Rosalind. Helena. Juliet. Was that intentional?”  

 “Are you a lover of Shakespeare?” 

 He decided the truth wouldn’t hurt. “Actually I am. The comedies 

mostly.” 
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 “Thanks to our proximity to Stratford-upon-Avon, Papa is also an 

enthusiast. That, as you might guess, is why we’re saddled with these names.” 

(19) 

 

While she complains about her Shakespearean name, Helena does not explain why she dislikes 

it. Her sister Rosalind constantly quotes Shakespeare and has no qualms about the source of her 

name.  In this instance, the hero’s knowledge of Shakespeare signals his worthiness to 

successfully court the heroine, Rosalind. Throughout the novel, they exchange Shakespearean 

quotations, often completing each other’s lines, indicating their suitability. Most of their 

courtship takes place through Shakespeare’s language. Their shared knowledge of Shakespeare 

helps the hero woo Rosalind, much like the courtships I discussed in chapter four. This passage 

also reminds readers of Shakespearean source of the daughters’ names, since Rosalind and 

Helena might not be as familiar to readers as Juliet.  

 The heroine’s Shakespearean name takes on further significance in Jennifer St. Giles’s 

The Mistress of Trevelyan. The heroine explains her name early on in the novel: “My mother had 

named me Titania after Shakespeare’s Queen of the Fairies. I think she’d expected I’d be as 

beautiful and tiny as she, and not the almost-six-foot plain woman I had become. Somewhere 

over the years—at my insistence—my name had been shortened to the more suitable form of 

Ann” (2). The heroine purposefully distances herself from her Shakespearean namesake, but St. 

Giles continually returns to the allusion throughout the text. The men of the Trevelyan family 

discuss her name at length, and the fact that Titania fell in love with a man who had been 

transformed into an ass in Shakespeare’s play. Stephen Trevelyan says, “‘Here’s a toast to 

being’—he glanced at everyone in the room—‘an enamored ass’” (96). This repartee is 

indicative of the constant flirting with and fighting over the heroine by the brothers. Her name 

provides them with an easy way to flatter her and upstage one another, despite her desire not to 
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be associated with Shakespeare’s Titania. The characters fixate on Titania’s name, even though 

the story bears little resemblance to Shakespeare’s work. The parrot at the bookseller Titania 

frequents also boasts a name from A Midsummer Night’s Dream; Puck the parrot loves to quote 

Shakespeare, “most often the fairy character after which he was named” (17). At one point, 

Titania invites the parrot to give her a sign if he is a fairy trapped in a parrot’s body (270). Along 

with these jokes, the clues to the mystery aspect of the novel all allude to a connection to 

Shakespeare.  

 The hero, Benedict, hires Titania as a governess for his children. She discovers that 

people believe he killed his wife, but Titania determines someone else in the household must 

have committed the crime. St. Giles appropriates elements from Shakespeare’s plays and relies 

on them to further her own narrative. The heroine finds a painting of herself: “She’d painted me 

as a magical queen of the fairies in a scene that seemed to be from Shakespeare’s A Midsummer 

Night’s Dream. Only this dream had been turned into a nightmare by the knife plunged into the 

canvas right through my heart and the blood-red words written over the masterpiece: Leave or 

die” (349). The villainess tries to use the threat paired with the Shakespearean allusion to scare 

Titania away, but other Shakespearean quotations actually help identify her, such as the parrot’s 

quotations: 

Mr. McGuire sighed softly. “The lass kept coming to the shop and asking 

questions, and talking about her life in a strange way. Then there was Puck. Every 

time she entered he quoted, ‘Et tu, Brute?’ Caesar’s last words to his betrayer. 

Puck has never consistently quoted the same thing to the same person every 

time.” (369) 

 

Unlike his trickster namesake, Puck provides warnings to the readers and characters. Instead of 

rewriting a Shakespearean play within her plot, St. Giles appropriates characters and quotations 
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in ways that potentially enrich her own novel. Decoding the parrot’s lines becomes almost a 

riddle that Titania and readers must solve.  

Overall, Shakespearean names allow authors to emphasize characteristics of their heroes 

and heroines by connecting them to Shakespeare’s characters with the same name. These names 

may also signal the author’s indebtedness to Shakespeare. Most often, the names function as a 

brief Shakespearean allusion that demonstrates the characters’ and the authors’ knowledge of 

Shakespeare, or lack of it. In identifying Shakespeare as their source, the authors clearly attempt 

to connect their works with Shakespeare’s.  

 In addition to employing Shakespearean titles and character names, authors also preface 

novels and chapters with quotations to distinguish their novels. Of the 539 romance novels I 

surveyed, 24 of them quote Shakespeare at the beginning of the novel and 27 quote him at the 

beginning of chapters (see table 6 above). Three novels fall into both categories. Six of these 

novels quote Shakespeare exclusively at the beginning of every chapter, while the others include 

quotations from other authors as well. Like titles, quotations at the beginning of the novels also 

draw quite heavily on the cultural value of Shakespeare, a phenomenon Osborne notes in 

“Romancing the Bard.” Opening quotations can imply more correlation between the novel and 

its source text than exists, but they also sometimes relate to the plot. Furthermore, the quotation 

itself, or the source play, often serves to set the tone for the coming work—or at least attempts 

to. These tone-setting internal quotations occur in a variety of ways: sometimes a single 

Shakespeare quotation opens a novel; sometimes Shakespeare quotations appear at the beginning 

of each chapter; sometimes Shakespeare quotations appear along with other writers at the 

beginning of chapters; and, more rarely, Shakespeare quotations may occur midway through a 

novel. When the quotation foreshadows events in the novel or sets the tone, the author draws on 
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the reader’s knowledge of Shakespeare, which Castaldo defines as cultural literacy. When an 

author uses a quotation from Othello to indicate a plot about jealousy, she uses the readers’ 

general understanding of the play. Similarly, an author might open a novel with a revenge plot 

with a quotation from Hamlet or a love-hate relationship with one from Much Ado About 

Nothing. In these cases, the authors build on readers’ general familiarity with Shakespeare’s 

plays. Of course, these types of allusions only work when the readers know the quoted play. 

When authors quote Shakespeare without identifying the play, they are clearly more interested in 

associating their works with the canonical literary figure. The widespread editorial practice of 

printing epigrams in italics further emphasizes their derivation from external textual sources. 

This strategy ensures readers will notice the inclusion of Shakespearean quotations.  

While many authors appropriate Shakespearean quotations in ways that coincide with 

their plot or characterization, authors at times include quotations that demonstrate their literary 

knowledge without servicing any real purpose in the novel. In an interview with Romantic Crush 

Junkies, Liz Carlyle directly connects Shakespeare with romance novels:  

I agree that romance is forever in terms of the market, if by that we mean what 

people want to read about and celebrate.  That, I am confident, will indeed never 

change.  Doubtless there were cave drawings celebrating love, and certainly 

Shakespearean plays aplenty.  In more modern times, many if not most of our 

movies and novels outside the genre are, on some level, about love and 

romance—no matter how cleverly it may be concealed for the male audience. 

 

Carlyle clearly desires to associate her works with more literary genres. Liz Carlyle frequently 

includes quotations from other authors at the beginning of chapters in her works. In The Bride 

Wore Scarlet she quotes The Art of War at the start of each chapter. These allusions make sense 

with the plot of the novel as the heroine, Anaïs de Rohan, trained to be a warrior in the secret 

society and she embarks on a mission with the hero. In the sequel, The Bride Wore Pearls, 

Carlyle includes Shakespearean quotations at the beginning of each chapter, identifying them by 
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author and play. In this case, Shakespeare has no correlation with the novel. The heroine is Lady 

Anisha Stafford, a half-Indian woman whose brother is part of the secret society featured in The 

Bride Wore Scarlet. She has been flirting with Rance Welham, the Earl of Lazonby, who also 

works with the organization. She spends the novel trying to help him clear his name and having a 

passionate affair with him. No other Shakespearean allusions occur elsewhere in the novels. 

When the couple discuss attending the theater, they consider the Opera rather than a play. The 

quotations are also only mildly relevant to the chapters they open. For example, chapter seven 

starts with “Of paled pearls and rubies red as blood,” a quotation from Shakespeare’s “A 

Lover’s Complaint” (172). In this chapter, Anisha debates wearing her grandmother’s pearls with 

a ruby clasp. They were her Scottish grandmother’s and she cannot bring herself to wear them. 

The quotation is therefore used merely because it contains words that are relevant to the action, 

not because it comes from a similar context or truly establishes the tone for the chapter to come. 

The quotations in this work seem forced and used to associate her novel with another literary 

source, in this case Shakespeare. 

The only in-text quotation of Shakespeare in either of the Bride novels comes from 

Lazonby in The Bride Wore Scarlet: 

Anisha exhaled on another sigh. “Choose the day, then,” she said. “I shall do it—

but it will cost you something dear.” (100) 

 “A pound of flesh, eh, Shylock?” he said, cutting a grin at her. 

 “It might feel like more than a pound,” she said, her spine set rigidly 

straight. “On Saturday night, in recompense, you will accompany me to the 

opera.” (101) 

 

This allusion to The Merchant of Venice demonstrates Lazonby’s wit more than anything else. If 

Carlyle wished to demonstrate that Shakespeare was particularly important to one of these 

characters, this would be the moment to indicate it. Moreover, these characters also do not have a 

strong connection to England. Carlyle clearly wanted to follow the pattern from her previous 
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work and seems to have selected Shakespeare without any real connection to the characters or 

the novel as a whole. Shakespeare appears to be the catchall authority for historical romance 

authors. They often turn to Shakespeare for epigrams for nearly any subject.  

Quotations from various authors also open each chapter in Delila Marvelle’s Forever and 

a Day. Early on, an omnibus hits the hero and he loses his memory. His memory now consists 

only of elements from literature:  

Family? He blinked, glancing up at the swaying, hazy blue sky above as he was 

guided up toward a hackney. Countless names and faces flipped through his 

mind’s eye like the pages of an endless book whipping past. There were so many 

names. Strada. Luclovicus. Casparus. Bruyere. Horace. Sloane. Lovelace. 

Shakespeare. Fielding. Pilkington. La Croxi. They couldn’t all be related to him. 

Or… could they? (26) 

 

The hero continually confuses novels with his life until he regains his memory. He even insists 

his name is Robinson Crusoe for much of the novel, and he often thinks in quotations while 

questioning if those are his own thoughts or not. The hero’s focus on literature allows Marvelle 

to demonstrate her literary knowledge. Chapter five begins with a quotation from Love’s Labor’s 

Lost, chapter 16 with one from Julius Caesar, and chapter 18 with one from King Lear. While 

Marvelle identifies the plays, she does not identify the speaker. She also often uses old spellings 

of the titles and always includes a date, referring to them as “A Plesant Conceited Comedie 

Called, Loves Labors Loft (1598)” and “Julius Caesar (as published in 1811)” (75, 309). Here, 

the quotations mainly demonstrate the author’s knowledge of Shakespeare, especially with her 

peculiar emphasis on details of publication. An author would not focus on these details if she 

were interested primarily in the quotation itself, especially since this minutia could be distracting 

to the readers. The passages only slightly relate to the chapters they open. For example, chapter 

16 begins with “Et tu, Brute?” (309). Within the chapter, the hero informs the heroine that he 

must return to his life and she cannot come with him. Then she announces that she will not only 
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come with him, but make him crawl back to her. Both characters feel betrayed by the other as 

they feel they are acting in the other’s self-interest which potentially resonates with the 

quotation, but only when removing it from its original context.  

Cassie Edwards also quotes various authors in her novels, but she juxtaposes passages 

from canonical British authors with Native American poetry. She quotes various British authors 

at the beginning of each chapter of her novel Winter Raven, beginning with William Blake and 

then turning to Shakespeare for three chapters. This novel, set in 1859 America, depicts the 

heroine attempting to capture a Native American outlaw with the help of his twin brother. It 

opens with the poem “BUFFALO,” by Cassandra Olinger: 

The buffalo is our brother, 

He was given to us by our sacred father. 

He is all we have left, 

Why should we keep him from his rest? 

He has brought us so many things, 

For which he should be praised.  

He is our last connection to what we hold so dear, 

His purpose in life is so very clear. 

He is an animal not which to fear, 

From his shaggy head to his ample frame. 

His spirit no one can claim, 

He is the last of the free roaming herd. 

We shall save you, I give you my word. 

You were sent to save us those decades ago, 

When you disappear, our spirits will be low.  

The buffalo has a spiritual power, 

We shall draw from that, until his last hour.  

For now he is the last of his kind, 

We shall help you until the end of time.  

 

Edwards identifies the author as “poet and friend,” signaling her relationship with the author. 

The poem is clearly relevant to the novel, which frequently discusses the fate of the buffalo. 

Edwards depicts the villains viciously slaughtering buffalo and wolves while the hero and 

heroine respect and attempt to protect the animals. The quotations which open each chapter are 
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not as obviously relevant to the plot. For all of these quotations, Edwards identifies the author 

but not the work removing the quotations from their original context. Chapter three opens with, 

“O, how thy worth with manners may I sing, / When thou are all the better part of me? / What 

can mine own praise to mine own self bring?” (50). In this chapter, Holly arrives in Montana to 

search for the outlaw. While initially she is energized by her quest, the town’s sheriff sees 

through her masculine disguise and informs her that she will never find her quarry. Holly then 

leaves town, contemplating her desire for family. The above passage comprises the first three 

lines from Shakespeare’s sonnet 39. The sonnet’s overall theme is separation, although these 

lines focus on how complimenting the beloved flatters the speaker. Holly has yet to meet Winter 

Raven and has no “better part” at this point in the novel. Chapter four opens with, “O time, cease 

thou thy course, and last no longer, / If they surcease to be that would survive” (60). This 

passage comes from The Rape of Lucrece. The chapter describes Winter Raven’s travels down 

the Missouri river and his desire for a new wife. In both of these instances, the passages were 

clearly chosen out of context and with little emphasis on the material in that chapter. While 

Winter Raven contemplates death throughout the novel, this chapter emphasizes the beauty of 

nature around him rather than his concerns about his family.  

The final Shakespeare quotation appears at the beginning of chapter 27: “Were I with her, 

the night would post too soon; / But now are minutes added to the hours; / To spite me now, each 

minute seems a moon!” (336). This passage appears in The Passionate Pilgrim, poem 14. Walter 

Cohen explains in his preface to this work in The Norton Shakespeare that despite attribution to 

Shakespeare within the period, the authorship of this poem is unknown (1992). In this chapter, 

Edwards describes Holly’s reunion with her father, even though the man does not remember her. 

Holly decided to let him remain happy rather than to insist on their connection. The plot does not 
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relate to the quotation about time, and Edwards likely did not know the poem she quoted might 

not be Shakespeare, as she likely would not have the used the passage if that were the case. This 

novel provides another instance where the quotations seem to be included as an expected part of 

a popular romance novel. Some of Edward’s other canonical allusions include John Keats and 

John Donne. She is clearly invested in incorporating quotations from traditionally canonical 

sources at the beginning of each chapter, even if their works have no bearing on her novel. None 

of her characters even mention reading or a book within Winter Raven. Edwards includes these 

quotations to demonstrate her own knowledge of literary classics and to potentially elevate her 

work over other romances. She seems to be attempting to legitimize her romance about Native 

Americans by alluding repeatedly to these predominantly white, British writers.14 By opening the 

novel with Native American poetry, Edwards potentially equates two types of literature, 

suggesting that they deserve to be considered equally valuable.  

Cathy Maxwell ends her acknowledgements at the conclusion of her novel The Seduction 

of an English Lady with the stage direction “Exit, pursued by a bear” from Shakespeare’s The 

Winter’s Tale (373). Her reason for including this allusion is not altogether clear, as it has no 

relation to the plot of the novel and Shakespeare does not appear anywhere in the novel itself. 

Her acknowledgements discuss the pleasure she found in writing and researching the story and 

recommend readers contact the historian she met. Either this is an in-joke with those individuals 

or it is Maxwell exemplifying her knowledge of Shakespeare.  

Sometimes, authors quote Shakespeare at the beginning of a novel without identifying the 

play at all. Instances like this make Shakespeare’s words into axiomatic phrases that can be 

                                                 
14 It is worth noting that in 2008 Edwards was publically accused of plagiarizing other works 

within her novels, particularly in her descriptions of animals. Edwards claimed she did not know 

that she should have cited her sources (Lee).  
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applied to nearly any occasion. The authors clearly wish to draw on Shakespeare’s cultural 

authority without dealing with specifics from the plays. Taken out of context, Shakespeare’s 

language can be recast to suit the action in most romance novels. Laure Lee Guhrke’s Guilty 

Pleasures opens with a quotation from sonnet 119, identified simply as from Shakespeare: “And 

ruin’d love, when it is built anew, grows / fairer than at first, more strong, far greater.” This 

passage could appear at the beginning of almost any romance novel dealing with rejection or lost 

love.  Kasey Michaels makes a similar move when she quotes Shakespeare in The Secrets of the 

Heart. She uses a passage from Henry V: “Once more into the breach, / Dear friends, once 

more!” citing simply William Shakespeare, leaving off the play and speaker (1). While many 

writers quote this line, by identifying the speaker simply as Shakespeare, Michaels removes the 

context and minimizes the potential connections to the play. By removing the context of the 

quotation, the utility of the quote has shifted from merely referencing a canonical work to 

essentially stating a proverb or adage. This elevates Shakespeare to an almost philosophical 

personage; his words alone are valuable and relevant to the human experience without needing to 

be linked to a specific play or verse. Michaels’ plot more closely resembles Robin Hood than 

Henry V, yet she quotes Shakespeare and other literary sources throughout the novel. Each 

chapter begins with a quotation, many of them from the Baroness Orczy. Most of the uses of 

Shakespeare serve to demonstrate that the hero and heroine have similar wit, like those discussed 

in chapter four.  

  Margaret Evans Porter opens each chapter with a literary quotation in her novels 

Dangerous Diversions and Toast of the Town (reprinted in one volume in 2005). Many of these 

quotations are from Shakespeare (particularly in the latter). In these novels, the heroines are an 

opera dancer and an actress respectively, so the quotations relate in part to their professions. For 
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example, chapter two of Dangerous Diversions opens with “There was a star danced, / and under 

that was I born” (19). Porter has no interest in connecting her work to Beatrice’s witty banter 

from Much Ado About Nothing. This chapter introduces the opera dancer’s point of view and 

provides readers more details about her. This quotation is therefore relevant to the chapter only 

when taken out of its original context, to suggest that the heroine dances because she was born 

under a dancing star.  

In Anne Gracie’s novels The Perfect Kiss, The Perfect Waltz, and The Perfect Rake, the 

author quotes Shakespeare along with other authors at the beginning of each chapter. Gracie also 

quotes Shakespeare without identifying which work the lines are from. In The Perfect Kiss she 

begins chapter five with a quotation from Measure for Measure without identifying the play: 

“Go to your bosom; knock there / And ask your heart what it doth know” (67). In this instance, it 

is hard to imagine that most romance readers would be familiar enough with Shakespeare to 

know the obscure quotation. Gracie presents Shakespeare as an authority on life and love. The 

quotations become Shakespeare’s words rather than lines spoken by a character in a particular 

play, in this case Isabella. Gracie repeatedly opens chapters with Shakespearean quotations in 

The Perfect Waltz, again without identifying the plays to which she refers. Gracie does the same 

thing in The Perfect Rake, opening the novel with “It is not in the stars to hold our destiny but in 

ourselves” (1). This particular quotation appears to be a rewording of a speech from Julius 

Caesar: “The fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars, / But in ourselves” (I. ii.141-142). In this 

instance, the quotation suggests that Gracie is more familiar with collections of quotations than 

the plays, as the misquotation is frequently attributed to the Bard and identified as from Julius 

Caesar. In all of these works, Gracie appears interested in using Shakespeare as the authority for 

quotations taken out of context, with his works as axiomatic epigrams to some of her chapters. 
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And despite alluding to works by other authors as well, she always returns to Shakespeare in this 

trilogy. 

  Frequently, when authors choose not to identify the source text of a Shakespearean 

quotation, the quotes themselves are universal enough to suit almost any romance novel. This 

tactic clearly emphasizes the authors’ belief in Shakespeare as cultural authority, as myriad other 

options are available. Moreover, the authors treat Shakespeare as an authority whose words have 

universal application regardless of their original context. Gaelen Foley quotes Shakespeare at the 

beginning of both Lord of Ice and Lady of Desire. Lady of Desire opens with “The robbed that 

smiles steals something from the thief” with the speaker identified only as Shakespeare. This 

passage was spoken by the Duke to Brabantio in Othello. Taken out of context the passage 

becomes proverbial. Lord of Ice opens with “’Tis bitter cold, and I am sick at heart” also 

identified simply as from Shakespeare. This passage comes from Hamlet, spoken by Francisco to 

Barnardo in the opening scene. Readers would likely not recognize these characters if the authors 

identified them. The lines have more utility without specific attribution to their original speakers. 

Presented without context, these passages appear axiomatic and are general enough to suit almost 

any romance. The quotations function similarly in Victoria Alexander’s My Wicked Little Lies. 

The novel includes different literary quotations at the start of each section, the final one coming 

from The Merchant of Venice: “...but at length the truth will out,” (359) another suitably 

universal quotation. This quotation at least serves to introduce the topic of the chapter, as the 

author reveals all at the end of the novel.  

Even when authors identify in which Shakespearean play their quotations originate they 

are not always interested in dealing with the context of the quotation.  Nancy Butler repeatedly 

prefaces her romances with Shakespearean quotations. The Discarded Duke opens with a 
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passage from The Comedy of Errors: “Most mighty duke, / behold a man much wrong’d.” Butler 

identifies the play but not the speaker of the lines here. She pairs this quotation with one from 

William Blake. Butler has no interest dealing with particulars from the play, and instead selects a 

nonspecific quotation that would suit any narrative featuring a duke.  Beyond the opening 

quotation, Shakespeare is included only as part of a library in The Discarded Duke. Reclaiming 

Lord Rockleigh opens with a passage from The Merchant of Venice and one from Lord Troy, a 

poet created for the novel: 

The quality of mercy is not strain’d, 

It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven.  

 --William Shakespeare 

 The Merchant of Venice 

The quill can kill as surely as the sword, 

Thus reputation’s rapidly interred. 

Take heed, you scribes, you literary tribes, 

Lest lawyers grow sleek with every sland’rous word. 

 --Lord Troy  

 

This juxtaposition presents the fictional Lord Troy as Shakespeare’s potential equal, at least 

within the world of the novel. When she meets him, the heroine identifies Lord Troy as 

“England’s premier poet” (28). Butler does not identify the speaker of the lines. These quotations 

are suitably general to fit the plot of many romance novels. For the most part, in both novels, the 

opening quotations appear to be included purely to associate the novel with Shakespeare. They 

do not serve any real purpose other than to legitimize the fictional poet in Reclaiming Lord 

Rockleigh. This allows the heroine to interact with the poet and have him praise her journalistic 

endeavors.  

 The most common way authors use opening or chapter quotations from Shakespeare is to 

set the tone for the novel or chapter to come. The opening quotation of Julia London’s The 

Dangerous Gentleman serves the tone-setting purpose discussed by Osborne. London quotes 
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Hamlet to open her novel about revenge: “For this relief much thanks; ‘tis bitter cold out / And I 

am sick at heart.” London identifies the act and scene, though not the speaker of this quotation. 

In London’s story, revenge is a key element. Her hero retaliates against his kin—his father for 

disinheriting him and his brother not intervening—by marrying the woman his brother desired. 

The quotation from Hamlet then signals a revenge plot, although the similarities are difficult to 

find. No one is murdered within the novel and, of course, the hero and heroine fall in love 

without it ending in death and misery. The only other Shakespearean allusion comes when his 

friend says the hero is smitten with his wife: “As smitten as Romeo was with his Juliet” (176). 

The connection to the play is superficial and appears to be an overt attempt to elevate the value 

of the novel by connecting it to a more highbrow source.  

Shakespearean quotations serve a descriptive function in Marry the Man Today. Linda 

Needham quotes different authorities at the beginning of each chapter. She uses Shakespeare at 

the start of chapter two, quoting A Midsummer Night’s Dream without referencing the speaker: 

“O! when she’s angry she is keen and shrewd. / She was a vixen when she went to school: / And 

though she be but little, she is fierce” (15). In this chapter, the hero visits Scotland Yard, where 

suffragettes are protesting. He then learns that the heroine is the leader of the group (16). In this 

case, the quotation proves relevant in a descriptive sense, as the words in it apply to this situation 

out of their original context, as often happens with Shakespearean opening quotations. While 

Needham appropriates Shakespeare’s language to describe the heroine, her other source texts 

more clearly align with the plot of the novel. The other quotations are topically relevant to a 

novel focused on women’s suffrage, such as that from Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of 

the Rights of Woman at the beginning of chapter 12 (189). Shakespeare seems to be included not 

because of obvious topical relevance, but because he is an expected and oft-quoted authority 
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whom Needham wishes to have present.  She has therefore found a suitable quote so he can take 

his place alongside the more directly relevant sources 

The opening quotation in Barbara Pierce’s Sinful Between the Sheets is one of the few 

that identifies the author, play, speaker, and the position within the play (down to line numbers). 

Contrary to her attention to detail, she includes these quotations mainly for descriptive purposes, 

not as an integrated part of her plot15. She quotes Theseus from A Midsummer Night’s Dream: 

Lovers and madmen have such seething brains, 

Such shaping fantasies, that apprehend 

More than cool reason ever comprehends. 

The lunatic, the lover, and the poet 

Are of imagination all compact.  

 

The proverbial generality of this quotation renders it suitable to open almost any romance novel. 

In this novel, the hero’s father died in the bed of the heroine and the hero seeks revenge upon her 

for ruining his family. Of course, he then falls in love with her and later learns that she was not 

his father’s mistress. This opening quotation is the only place Shakespeare appears in the novel. 

The allusion seems to serve as a marker of the author’s knowledge more than of anything to 

come in the story itself. Because these authors clearly expect to have a shared cultural 

background with their audiences, they use Shakespearean quotations to elevate the discourse and 

signal the intellectual value of their works.  

At times, the Shakespearean quotations appear because Shakespeare features in the plot 

of the novel. In these instances, the authors do not always list Shakespeare as the source of the 

quotation, presumably because the source will become apparent as the novel continues. Whereas 

in the previous novel, quotations are only identified by author, in Toast of the Town, Margaret 

Evans Porter gives the act and scene number for each quotation without identifying Shakespeare 

                                                 
15 Pierce’s use of As You Like It in Tempting the Heiress, serves a similar purpose. 
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as the author, presumably because the actress would know this information. Moreover, all of the 

opening quotations come from Twelfth Night, the play the actress rehearses during the novel and 

in which the hero watches her perform.  

Countess Confidential, by Barbara Dawson Smith, opens with, “Off with his head!,” 

identified as from “King Richard III, III:iv,” listing the play, act, and scene, but not author (1). 

Similarly marked quotations open each chapter, each with the information about the play, act, 

and scene. Without this attribution, readers likely would assume the quote was from the Queen 

of Hearts in Alice in Wonderland. The heroine’s father is a Shakespeare scholar and the author of 

The Everyman’s Guide to Shakespeare. In the prologue, he is arrested and imprisoned as a jewel 

thief who left a Shakespearean quotation at the scene of each robbery (2). Shakespearean 

quotations therefore play a pivotal role in the plot as the heroine attempts to discover the identity 

of the real thief. The heroine, Claire, believes she can identify the thief by studying the 

quotations left behind. Many of these are the same quotations that begin the chapters, although 

sometimes the quotation also serves as foreshadowing for the chapter to come. The hero arrests 

her father in the prologue following the quotation from King Richard III. This quotation echoes 

the words of the society figures that were robbed and felt that the thief should be executed 

immediately. Chapters three and four both begin with quotations from Macbeth that were found 

at the crime scenes. Near the end of the novel, the heroine realizes that the quotations are 

anagrams, each beginning with the letter of the next family to be robbed and containing the rest 

of the name. The quotations originate in a variety of Shakespearean plays16 and the heroine 

frequently quotes them to those around her to gage their reactions. In the end, the real thief is one 

                                                 
16 The novel includes allusions to All’s Well that Ends Well, As You Like It, Cymbeline, Hamlet, 

Macbeth, The Merchant of Venice, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Much Ado About Nothing, 

Romeo and Juliet, Richard II, Richard III, The Taming of the Shrew, Two Gentlemen of Verona, 

and Twelfth Night.  
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of her father’s fellow scholars. His jealousy of her father’s publication success led the villain to 

frame her father for the thefts. In this novel, Shakespeare seems the obvious choice for 

quotations because of both the popularity and variety of his works. Few other works during this 

time period would be so generally known and potentially relevant, other than perhaps the Bible.  

 Karen Marie Moning’s time-travel romances, set partly in the past and partly in present 

day, often allude to Shakespeare. She uses quotations from A Midsummer Night’s Dream at the 

beginning of her first novels featuring her version of Puck. By quoting Shakespeare’s play before 

introducing her fairy court, Moning deliberately associates the two. The first novel in her 

Highlander series, Beyond the Highland Mist, introduces Adam Black, Moning’s take on 

Shakespeare’s Puck. It begins with a speech spoken by one of Titania’s fairies: “You spotted 

snakes with double tongue, / Thorny hedgehogs be not seen; / Newts and blind worms, do no 

wrong / Come not near our fairy queen.” Moning identifies this quotation only by play. She then 

begins the novel with Adam Black at the court of the queen of the fairies. By taking the 

quotation out of context, it appears as if Puck was the queen’s servant in Shakespeare’s play. 

Yet, in Shakespeare’s text the trickster fairy worked for Oberon, who was at odds with his queen 

for much of the plot. Moning wants readers to associate Adam Black with Shakespeare’s Puck, 

but recasts him into a servant of the fairy queen to allow for her own plot developments.  While 

Puck does interact with the fairy king at times as well, Moning does not develop the king’s 

character enough for him to have a significant role in the series. As the heroine is the only 

significant female character for much of the novel, perhaps Moning desired to have another 

powerful female character in her work. The queen frequently plays on Adam Black’s vanity 

throughout the series. The Highlander’s Touch opens with another quotation from A Midsummer 

Night’s Dream: “I am that merry wanderer of the night / I jest to Oberon and make him smile.” 
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Here, the quotation comes from Puck in Shakespeare’s play. This quotation emphasizes his role 

as a trickster, which fits with Moning’s characterization. In both of these novels, Moning uses 

quotations from the fairies to set up the plot and then quotations from the sonnets when the love 

plots develop. She opens the final section of Beyond the Highland Mist with “For nothing this 

wide universe I call, / Save thou, my rose; in it thou art my all” (293). This passage suits the 

romance novel emphasis on fate and true love.  Section two of The Highlander’s Touch opens 

with the first two lines of sonnet 53: “What is your substance, whereof are you made,/That 

millions of strange shadows on you tend?” (133). Here, the quotation emphasizes the 

supernatural elements. These passages set the tone for the chapters to come while also signaling 

Moning’s indebtedness to Shakespeare’s play.  

Moning continues to include opening quotations from various authorities throughout the 

series. Her use of respected sources helps balance the supernatural elements in her novels. She 

opens To Tame a Highland Warrior with a quotation from Beowulf and Kiss of the Highlander 

with a quotation from Stephen Hawking. From the third book on she starts to align the cultural 

authority with the main characters in the novel. For example the heroine is a scientist in Kiss of 

the Highlander, so therefore the quotations in that novel come from renowned scientists. As the 

hero of To Tame a Highland Warrior is a powerful berserker (a Germanic warrior) and the 

majority of the plot of Kiss of the Highlander takes place in modern times, Moning selected 

quotations that resonate strongly with character or temporal period. While Moning clearly 

appropriates the cultural impact and authority of Shakespeare for her earlier novels, it appears as 

though she realizes that choosing other sources for her quotations will still resonate with her 

audience.  
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 Nancy Butler continually returns to Shakespeare when writing her romances. She 

includes all three of these types of Shakespearean allusions in Prospero’s Daughter. The novel 

opens with an abbreviated quotation from William Shakespeare’s The Tempest: 

“The very instant that I saw you, did 

My heart fly to your service; there resides, 

to make me slave to it. 

...mine unworthiness, that dare not offer 

what I desire to give, and much less take 

What I shall die to want.” 

 

The lines are excerpts from the dialogue between Miranda and Ferdinand in act three, scene one. 

The first part comprises Ferdinand’s declaration of his feelings for Miranda, the latter her 

response later in the scene. In the lines, she explains why she weeps in response to his 

declaration of love. By opening with these fragments of the love plot within the play, identified 

by the title but not differentiated by speaker, Butler presents her novel as a parallel story and 

demonstrates her willingness to rewrite the play to suit the needs of her narrative.  

 The romance’s title emphasizes this connection to Shakespeare’s work as well, indicating 

that this work will focus on Miranda from The Tempest. The heroine, Miranda Runyon, was 

disfigured and thought paralyzed by a carriage accident that killed her parents. She lives 

neglected in her uncle’s home, cared for solely by servants and treated like an aberration. 

Morgan Pearce visits the house to return a favor for her cousin. He decides to help Miranda 

because he could not help his friend who was wounded in the war. The couple eventually falls in 

love, but Morgan first must liberate Miranda from her uncle’s home for her to continue to heal 

and live happily with him. This plot bears little resemblance to Shakespeare’s Tempest, other 

than featuring a sheltered girl named Miranda who falls in love with a stranger visiting her home. 

Butler emphasizes the Shakespearean naming of her heroine by having the hero comment on it:  
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 “Miranda--” he said to catch her attention. “Your father named you aptly. 

Miranda...so alone on your island in the aftermath of a great storm, patiently 

awaiting your destiny.”  

 Her head reared back. “No, not Miranda! Not even blithe Ariel, but 

wretched Caliban-- ‘a most ridiculous monster.’” 

 He smiled slyly. “Yes, truly Miranda-- ‘who are ignorant of what Thou 

art.’”  

 “I know what I am,” she retorted darkly. “And the only destiny for 

monsters is an unhappy one.” 

 Morgan felt his tolerance slipping away. “Will you trust me, for God’s 

sake? Did you think I was lying or idly flattering you when I said your face was 

no hardship to look upon?” (78-9) 

 

Miranda’s unwillingness to associate with her namesake in The Tempest demonstrates the 

expected extrapolation of characterization from these names. She believes her name should 

match her reality. In this scene, the hero demonstrates his knowledge of Shakespeare which 

signals to the readers both his emotional availability and suitability for the heroine. Miranda 

quotes Trinculo’s comments on Caliban to describe herself as a monster rather than a possible 

love interest. That the couple can trade Shakespearean quotations suggests that they are 

compatible in other ways.  Morgan quotes Prospero’s comment to his daughter about her 

ignorance from act one, scene two to suggest that Miranda is not as monstrous as she thinks. 

Although she believes her accident left her monstrously deformed, most of her wounds have 

healed at this point.  

The novel only contains a few other allusions to Shakespeare, most notably when 

Miranda eventually confesses her love to Morgan: 

 She gazed into his eyes, so close, so dark, and bright. The right words 

came to her this time, easily, effortlessly, as she quoted. “I would not wish any 

companion in the world but you, nor can imagination form a shape, besides 

yourself, to like of.” 

 He traced her mouth delicately with his thumb. “So speaks Prospero’s 

daughter.” (218) 
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Butler identifies the quotation as such and reminds readers of her connection to the previous 

work even here at the culmination of the love story. She draws attention to every Shakespeare 

allusion within the novel in similar ways. When Miranda thinks of the play, the quotation 

appears in italics: “The words of that other Miranda came to her, eerily appropriate. Nor have I 

seen more that I may call men than you, good friend. She too had been in exile and had fallen in 

love with the first man to cross her path. But that didn’t necessarily make those feelings wrong 

or...artificial” (186). Not only does this moment emphasize that the passage comes from 

Shakespeare’s play, it also draws another connection between it and the plot of the novel. 

Miranda has been sheltered like her namesake. Rather than simply using Shakespeare’s story for 

inspiration, Butler clearly wishes to connect her work overtly to The Tempest, even though the 

parallels are few. Her appropriation of Shakespeare emphasizes the elements that differentiate 

this novel from other historical romance novels, her disabled heroine. Moreover, she depicts her 

novel as a continuation of Shakespeare’s work. Butler won a Rita award for best regency 

romance from the Romance Writers of America for this novel17. Historical romance authors 

already attempt to instill more literary merit in their works by including historical details. 

Including quotations from canonical literary sources provides another means to legitimize their 

novel and distinguish it from the hundreds published each year.  

 Three recent novels by Kasey Michaels also feature Shakespearean titles, names, and 

opening quotations: The Taming of the Rake, A Midsummer Night’s Sin, and Much Ado About 

Rogues. These novels focus on three brothers with Shakespearean names. In The Taming of the 

Rake, the hero of that novel, Oliver, explains their names to the heroine: 

                                                 
17 The Romance Writers of America give out awards, called Ritas, for best novel in a variety of 

categories each year. Only one novel receives the award in each category.  
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 “Our mother named us all after characters in Shakespeare’s plays. Oliver 

Le Beau, Robin Goodfellow. Don John, the bastard brother of Don Pedro in Much 

Ado About Nothing, even though we call him Jack.”  

 “But if it’s as you said, Don John is the villain. Why would your mother 

name your brother for a villain?” 

 “You’d have to ask her. Some would say she’d had a premonition. Christ, 

Chelsea, he’s working for the French?” He slammed the hat down on his head and 

approached her, taking hold of her upper arms. (263)  

 

Michaels presents the names as indicative of the personality of the brothers, utilizing the 

Shakespearean allusions to confirm the villainous role of Jack. His mother’s choice of their 

names comes from her love of acting. Michaels suggests her desire to act kept her from marrying 

their father, making them all illegitimate. As the books continue, the heroes’ relationship with 

their names becomes more apparent and nuanced.  

Although full of Shakespearean quotations, the novel avoids a taming plot. This renders 

the title misleading except as a signal that the book contains Shakespearean allusions. Michaels 

clearly desires readers to note the Shakespearean allusions from the beginning of the trilogy and 

she uses the most common allusion with this title. This novel is the only one that of the three that 

does not pun on the title of the play containing the hero’s name, perhaps because Michaels does 

not expect reader familiarity with As You Like It. It is also a more difficult title to turn into a 

romance novel version with the alteration of one word. Moreover, readers actually complain in 

their reviews that the hero is not a rake and the title is “very misleading” (Eruditely Aphrodite). 

These readers were clearly interested in reading a novel about the rehabilitation of a rake, 

demonstrating the title’s appeal.  

Each novel is prefaced with a quotation from the Shakespeare play that contains the 

hero’s name. So, despite the allusion to The Taming of the Shrew in the title, the opening 

quotation is from As You Like It: “Men have died from time to time, / and worms have eaten 
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them, but not for love.” Michaels identifies this passage by play but not by the scene or speaker. 

The hero reiterates this passage within the novel: 

 She didn’t know what love was, she’s told him as much. She’s dared him 

to say the same. He’d thought he had an answer for her, the one that had taken up 

residence in his brain as he’d been recovering from the whipping her brother had 

delivered to him that day, the same one his mother had quoted for him as a 

warning as she’s tended to his wounds, begging him not to die from his fever and 

his injuries: “Men have died from time to time, and worms have eaten them, but 

not for love.” 

 He had vowed then, as he lay on his belly for a fortnight because he could 

not lie on his abused back, that he would not die for love, not then, not 

ever…because he would never love again. 

 But he did very much like the way Chelsea said Oliver. (223-4) 

 

This quotation is useful as it suits any man who wishes to avoid love. Here the opening quotation 

becomes the mantra of the hero as he attempts to avoid falling in love with the heroine. But, of 

course, he does fall in love with her. He later quotes Shakespeare again, this time adding onto the 

quotation to make it fit his experiences:  

He watched her spur her mount on, his mouth half open, although he didn’t know 

what he could possibly have said to her in any case. In the end, he settled for 

muttering a line from Shakespeare he no longer believed he could give much 

credence: “‘Men at some time are the masters of their fate,’” and adding, “but 

clearly not right now.” (339) 

 

Oliver changes the quotation to suit his needs and that of the romance author. The author wants 

to use Shakespeare, both as source material and a cultural authority, while still manipulating 

what he means to fit into her new narrative.  

 The title of Michaels’s A Midsummer Night’s Sin relates much more clearly to the 

narrative, as this novel features Robin Goodfellow as the hero. As in A Midsummer Night’s 

Dream, the figure goes by Puck. The heroine demonstrates her knowledge of Shakespeare upon 

hearing his name: 

 “My name is Robin Goodfellow.” 

 The truth was rarely believed, and it wasn’t now. 
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 “Oh yes, I’m quite sure that’s correct. And I am Titania, Queen of the 

Fairies.” 

 “Ah, fair Titania,” Puck allowed, quietly surprised that she would know 

the characters from Shakespeare’s farce until he realized that she must be an 

actress. He was about to break his most sacred rule and tumble an actress. (38) 

 

In this instance, her Shakespearean knowledge and appearance at the masquerade cause Puck to 

misread the heroine as an actress like his mother. She is not an actress, but her Shakespearean 

knowledge signals to the reader that she is intelligent and potentially a socially-desirable partner 

for the hero who enjoys trading Shakespearean quotations with her, a popular use of 

Shakespearean allusions which I will discuss at length in the next chapter. Michaels emphasizes 

that the heroine does not believe his name is Robin Goodfellow. The heroine says, “And you 

aren’t to call me Regina, any more than I will agree to continue addressing you as Mr. Robin 

Goodfellow. What a ridiculous name” (58). Michaels presents the brothers’ Shakespearean 

names as something remarkable even within the narrative itself. The characters repeatedly refer 

to the names and their meanings, emphasizing the connection between her novels and 

Shakespeare’s works. The issue of their names comes up again when Puck and Regina are 

kidnapped: 

Regina longed to take umbrage at the man’s description of Puck but held her 

tongue. Brothers probably always thought their siblings never grow up. “We have 

not been kidnapped, Mr. Blackthorn. We are guests. You are Don John 

Blackthorn, aren’t you? Black Jack? And, if I must say so, rather painfully 

obvious in the way you are attempting to live up to your name.” 

 His smile transformed his face from cruel beauty to something more 

appealing. “On the contrary, Miss Hackett, I aim only to live down to it.” (187-8) 

 

The suggestion here parallels that in Alexander’s novel, that the name of the characters somehow 

affects their fates; Jack plays the villainous rogue because he was identified as such from birth. It 

is only in his novel that readers learn the true meaning of Jack’s Shakespearean moniker.  
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 The opening quotation of Puck’s novel connects more clearly to the plot than some: 

“What revels are in hand? Is there no play, / To ease the anguish of a touring hour?” 

Performance and various plays feature throughout the novel and the couple first meets at a 

masquerade. At one point, Puck and Regina pretend to be brother and sister transporting the 

body of their dead cousin Yorick: 

 Puck kept his face free of expression. “Our cousin Yorick, yes.”  

 Regina chuckled softly beneath her dark veil. “Alas poor Yorick, I knew 

him well.” 

 “Ah, but that is incorrect, pet. Still, a common error. The correct speech by 

our good friend Hamlet goes rather differently, with no well about it. ‘Alas, poor 

Yorisk! I knew him, Horatio: a fellow of infinite jest, of most excellent fancy: he 

hath borne me on his back a thousand times.’ Etcetera. Thanks to my mother, I’ve 

got a head full of Shakespeare. And can’t seem to Shake it.” (228) 

 

Puck demonstrates his propensity for word play much like Shakespeare’s own. Michaels clearly 

believes her readers will enjoy the Shakespearean humor. This type of jest also connects Puck to 

his namesake. The novel is also riddled with other Shakespearean quotations, especially between 

the brothers. In the epilogue, Puck and Regina reenact the scene from A Midsummer Night’s 

Dream in which Titania falls in love with Bottom: 

 “Fair Titania!” her pursuer sang out, his voice rather muffled by the wire 

ribbing and fur and such that made up the contraption, which resembled the ears, 

head and even shoulders of an ass. “Oberon has placed the magic juice on thine 

eyes so that he whom you first see will forever hold your heart. Now you will 

love me.” 

 “Oh no, Sir Bottom, I fear I cannot,” she replied. “My heart belongs to 

another. It is that rascally Puck whom I love, with all of my heart.” 

 “Well, then, madam, today is your lucky day. For here is your rascally 

Puck, always and forever,” Puck said, tugging the ungainly contraption up and 

over his head. He’d somehow lost the riband that held his hair back, and it fell 

around his face, making him look young and endearingly handsome. “Well, now 

that we’ve fatally fractured the Bard’s words, I suppose I can be rid of this.” He 

tossed it on the grass before subsiding beside her. (372-3) 

 

This is the closest this novel comes to adapting Shakespeare’s play, rewriting the scene to fit 

their love story. This scene also allows the play to bookend their narrative, ending with just the 
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sort of performance suggested by the opening quotation, except this one is only between the 

lovers. Michaels clearly believes her readers enjoy these revisions, as she expands the role of 

Shakespeare in each novel.  

 Michaels completes the brothers’ saga in Much Ado About Rogues. This novel focuses on 

Don John “Black Jack” Blackthorn. It opens with a quotation from Much Ado About Nothing: 

“Speak low if you speak of love” (1). This line is spoken by Don Pedro while he woos Hero for 

Claudio. This quotation is again a generally axiomatic one and could work for any romance. In 

this context the quotation resonates with the espionage aspect of the plot. As a government agent, 

Jack searches for his former mentor who is also the father of the woman he loves, Tess. Before 

the novel, the couple had an affair and Tess secretly gave birth to his son. Tess names his son 

Jacques, another Shakespeare allusion, this time to As You Like It. Once she learns that Jack does 

not look like his father or brothers she considers his name: 

 He shouldn’t have bothered to attempt to divert her. Tess, presented with a 

puzzle, was like a dog with a bone. She clamped on, and wouldn’t let go. “Your 

brothers. Oliver LeBeau and Robin Goodfellow to your Don John. All named for 

Shakespearean characters, courtesy of your actress mother. Don John was a 

bastard, Jack. I’ve never much cared for Shakespeare, I’ll admit, but I did learn 

that. Are the other two characters also bastards?” 

 “No, they’re not. And my brothers prefer to be known as Beau and Puck. 

Just as I prefer Jack. Why didn’t you tell me? My son, Tess. My son.” (90) 

 

She figures out that Jack is the only illegitimate son, while his other two brothers are not, a 

message hidden in the Shakespearean origins of the brothers’ names. While their mother 

pretended not to be married to their father, it was only Jack who was conceived out of wedlock. 

His father is a gypsy and a murderer whom Jack spends the rest of the novel attempting to 

capture. 

 Throughout the novel, Jack frequently quotes Shakespeare, even in his thoughts: “A 

random line from Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar had been tickling at the back of Jack’s brain ever 
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since Henry died, every time he met with Will Browning. Yond Cassius has a lean and hungry 

look” (129). Shakespearean quotations permeate the text. The novel ends with a production of 

Much Ado About Nothing in which Jack takes the stage and changes the ending in order to arrest 

his real father: 

 Much Ado About Nothing was one of Shakespeare’s comedies, involving 

wronged loves, confused motives, mistaken identities and one villain, the bastard, 

Don John. As the villain, he would of course be vanquished at the end and taken 

off to jail as Beatrice and Benedick celebrated their love. 

 Jack had never cared for the play, for obvious reasons. He’d been named 

for the bastard villain. By his own mother. But more than that, as he’d told her 

when she cajoled him into helping her with her lines, he believed the ending to be 

less than satisfying, with the capture of Don John taking place off stage. He’d had 

more of a thirst for violence than Shakespeare’s farce had allowed. 

 But that didn’t matter, as he was about to change the ending. (363) 

 

He takes the role of the messenger and confronts his father, playing Benedick. In this moment, 

the two plots collide. It takes time for the audience to realize that it is not simply part of the play. 

His father then grabs Jack’s mother (Adelaide), who plays Beatrice, and holds a stiletto to her 

throat. Jack pretends that he will let Adelaide die, causing her to faint. He then captures the 

villain as they roll off the stage, landing in front of the local magistrate: “The crowd had cheered 

wildly, and Tess wondered how many of them had never witnessed a Shakespearean play, and 

believed the finale to be of a piece with the rest of it” (368). This moment allows readers to feel 

proud of themselves as, of course, they share in the Shakespearean knowledge, which they prove 

in reading this book. Tess tells Jack that it was ridiculous for him to tell his father that he could 

kill Adelaide if he wanted. Jack replies, “I thought it was a very good line. Shakespeare missed 

out on that one, didn’t he? A much better ending to his farce, I’d say” (368). Michaels presents a 

minor revision of Shakespeare’s works by her hero. Clearly she heavily appropriates from 

Shakespeare’s plays and thinks readers will purchase these novels, or she would not have written 



 

188 

 

this trilogy. The emphasis on Shakespeare provides a means for differentiating her novels from 

the plethora of other historical romances published each month. 

 The use of Shakespearean titles, names, and opening quotations all emphasize the 

connections to Shakespeare within their novels. These authors generally utilize Shakespeare as a 

cultural authority, although sometimes the allusions use cultural literacy by evoking readers’ 

knowledge of the Bard. In doing so romance authors attempt to differentiate their novels from 

the plethora of other books on the market. At times, however, these allusions serve a dual 

purpose and help develop readers’ understanding of the characters within the novels.  
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CONCLUSION 

The various usages of Shakespearean allusions discussed in my dissertation occur in 

novels throughout the time period I surveyed.  Romance authors continually appropriate 

Shakespeare in these ways as cues to their readers. Each type of allusion therefore comes to 

serve a codified purpose within historical romance novels. At times, authors incorporated most, 

if not all, of these kinds of allusions. In 2000, Avon published Malia Martin’s Much Ado About 

Love, an historical romance novel set in Elizabethan England. Queen Elizabeth instructs the hero, 

Sir Ian Terrance, to find the playwright William Shakespeare and return him to her court. Ian 

discovers that “Shakespeare” is actually a woman, the heroine of the novel—Olivia. Most of the 

uses of Shakespearean quotations identified in the previous chapters occur in this novel. Martin 

includes theatrical productions, revisions of Shakespeare’s plays, the hero and heroine quoting 

the Bard’s works, opening and chapter quotations, and Shakespearean names within the plot. 

This novel encapsulates the ways romance authors appropriate Shakespeare. 

 Martin includes all three of the types of allusions discussed in chapter five: titles, names, 

and opening quotations. These allusions emphasize the author’s inclusion of Shakespearean 

content. The title, Much Ado About Love alludes to Much Ado About Nothing. In this instance, 

the novel does include a reworking of that play, although that is not always the case with this 

category of allusions. Martin includes multiple Shakespearean names, such as Olivia from 

Twelfth Night and Beatrice from Much Ado About Nothing. Olivia tells Ian her name is Beatrice 

when he captures her in his quest to find Shakespeare. Once she claims that name, the couple 
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begin to engage in banter reminiscent of Beatrice and Benedict. These namings therefore serve in 

part as shorthand for characterization, much like in Victoria Alexander’s His Mistress By 

Christmas. Olivia has been writing plays while disguised as a man named William Shakespeare. 

When she was a child, the queen’s soldiers came to kill Olivia because she is Queen Elizabeth’s 

secret daughter. She creates the name while she and her nurse, Annie, attempt to escape from the 

Queen’s guards in the prologue: 

 Annie just rolled her eyes. “You and your word games, Livie. I do swear. 

You are more trouble than I can shake a spear at.” 

 “William Shake-spear, you say?” Olivia laughed merrily. “Ah, he sounds 

like a strong, warrior of a man.” 

 “Oh you!” Annie stood and smoothed her hand over Olivia’s crown. 

“Come on, now, we must get this boat free and out in the water.” 

 Olivia, feeling much better after a good laugh, scampered over to untie the 

boat. “’Tis a good name, though, Annie! Should we be the Shakespeare family? 

Ohhhh,” she sighed gustily, “poor dear papa. He was such a strong man, large and 

lovely he was, William Shakespeare, before he tripped on the stair, broke his 

nose, and died of infection.” (11) 

 

This passage demonstrates Olivia’s propensity to word play, much like the historical 

Shakespeare. It also introduces the idea that Olivia created the persona of William Shakespeare.  

 The novel begins with an opening quotation from As You Like It “…no sooner met but 

they looked; no sooner looked but they loved; no sooner loved but they sighed; no sooner sighed 

but they asked one another the reason; no sooner knew the reason but they sought the remedy.” 

Martin identifies the play, act, scene, and initially line number, but not the speaker. Each chapter 

also begins with a quotation from a Shakespearean play, similarly identified with play, act, 

scene, and line. The quotations span Shakespeare’s career, even though the novel is set in 1597.18 

Martin’s epigrams tend to serve the tone-setting purpose I discussed in chapter five above. For 

                                                 
18 The plays quoted include: All’s Well That Ends Well, As You Like It, Hamlet, Henry V, Julius 

Caesar, Measure for Measure, Midsummer Night’s Dream, Much Ado About Nothing, Othello, 

Rape of Lucrece, The Taming of the Shrew, The Tempest, Troilus and Cressida, and Twelfth 

Night. 
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example, chapter four of the novel, in which Ian keeps Olivia captive, opens with “Misery 

acquaints a man with strange bedfellows” (76). While Martin identifies the passage as from The 

Tempest, she does not identify the speaker. Martin therefore participates in the pattern of 

utilizing Shakespeare’s lines out of context as axioms that suit the plot of the novel. Chapter 

three begins with “Asses are made to bear, and so are you,” identified as “The Taming of the 

Shrew, II, I, 198” (54). The quotation, taken out of context, suggests the banter between the 

characters and the foolish behavior of the hero rather than signaling a taming plot. In this 

chapter, Ian discovers Olivia is a woman and is incredulous:  

 “You cannot be!” her captor said harshly. 

 And then it hit her. This man of the Queen’s was quite surprised she was a 

woman. He did not know who she was. 

 His hand rested once more against her breast. Olivia curled her shoulders 

forward and clenched her fingers around Sir Ian’s wrists. 

 “You are! But the plays…your writing it is…” 

 “Good?” she asked. 

 He scowled. “Someone else writes them, yes?” he said harshly.  

 Idiot man. Olivia narrowed her eyes, took a deep breath, and brought her 

knee up as hard as she could. Finally he set her free as he collapsed, staggering 

backward awkwardly. 

 “No, sir. I have written the lot.” He was leaning against the railing again, 

gasping for breath. The wood creaked beneath his weight. “Except that hideous 

poem Venus and Adonis. I do not write poetry. But I let whoever used my name 

know of my discontent when I wrote The Rape of Lucrece.” She laughed, 

disgusted, and shook her head. “To use my name in wooing that young nodcock 

Southampton. How vile, truly.” She stopped for a moment and watched as Sir Ian 

hobbled toward the stairs. (58-9) 

 

He continues to insist a man must have written the plays while Olivia defends herself. Despite 

her precarious situation, Olivia demonstrates her strength and intelligence. In other novels I 

surveyed, characters could quote Shakespeare to demonstrate aspects of their personality. In this 

instance, the heroine “writes” Shakespeare’s works. By creating his plays, she demonstrates her 

intelligence much like the other heroines who quote the Bard. Moreover, Martin emphasizes 
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Olivia’s capability as a writer and heroine. She takes on the male role, giving her more agency, 

much like Imogen’s role in Eloisa James’s The Taming of the Duke.  

 During their courtship Ian composes what will later be Shakespeare’s sonnets. This 

action demonstrates his emotional availability despite his gruff exterior, much like the characters 

I discuss in chapter four (183). He writes one about the heroine: 

 “My mistress’s eyes are nothing like the sun.” Ian said in his deep 

baritone, turning to look at her. 

 Olivia caught her breath, for his beauty was clear in that moment, the sun 

in his hair, his eyes like emeralds, and his man’s body called to the woman within 

her. 

 “Coral is far more red than her lips’ red.” He crawled toward her. 

 She frowned at his words. “You obviously misunderst…” 

 “If snow be white, why then her breasts are dun.” 

 Olivia’s jaw dropped and she made a sound of disbelief, but Ian crept 

toward her still. 

 “If hairs be wires, red…” 

 Olivia frowned at this, and Ian’s full mouth quirked up in a smile. “Black 

wires grow on her head.” 

 “If you think…” 

 “I have seen roses damasked, red and white, but no such roses see I in her 

cheeks.” He came close, but Olivia looked away. 

 “And in some perfume is there more delight than in the breath that from 

my mistress reeks.” 

 “All right, I have had enough.” Olivia went to move backward, but Ian 

grabbed her, one hand supporting her back, the other whipping the soaked gown 

from between them and flinging it away.  

 “I love to hear her speak; yet well I know that music hath a far more 

pleasing sound.” He held her close now, warming her skin.  

 Olivia blinked at the word love. 

 “I grant I never saw a goddess go; my mistress, when she walks, treads on 

the ground.” 

 She swallowed as she watched Ian’s mouth form his words, and she 

realizes suddenly that they were beautiful; that he praised her. 

 “And yet…” He kissed her softly, his lips hovering a moment over hers as 

he said, “By heaven, I think my love as rare as any she belied with false 

compare.” 

 Olivia could only stare into Ian’s eyes. “That was lovely,” she finally 

managed to say. 

 “Only as lovely as my inspiration.” And he kissed her. 
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 Olivia closed her eyes on a sigh and surrendered. How could she not, for 

though his words were not exactly as she had wanted, the sentiment was far 

beyond. And what skill the man had with his words! And his hands. (255-7) 

 

Shakespeare’s poetry becomes the hero’s authentic emotions. Moreover the heroine reacts to and 

interprets that sonnet to demonstrate how readers should respond to it. In the epilogue, Ben 

Jonson visits the couple and mentions that a group of sonnets were published under 

Shakespeare’s name. They are amused to have them associated with what otherwise was a 

female’s work. Olivia explains, “A rather lofty personage at court put it about that they were 

mine years ago. She knew that the author was rather abashed at having his name attached to such 

unabashed love poems” (370). The poems demonstrated Ian’s emotions to such an extent that he 

wished to distance himself from them. This passage identifies the sonnets as true professions of 

love, thereby depicting Shakespeare as an authority on love, if only because in this case the 

couple experiences true love. When the heroine or hero in a romance novel quotes Shakespeare, 

it demonstrates intelligence and emotional availability.  

 Productions of Shakespearean plays often serve as mirrors to the novels’ characters’ 

lives, as I discuss in chapter one. Such is the case in Much Ado About Love. The novel ends with 

Ian attending a production of Much Ado About Nothing. Initially, he gives Olivia up to please the 

queen, but watching the production, he realizes how much he loves Olivia: 

It made his head snap up when he heard the man on the stage begin to 

speak. And then a player came on the stage, a young boy dressed as a girl, and 

through a haze Ian heard another player address her as Beatrice.  

 Ian closed his eyes for a moment. Miss Bea, oh, it seemed a million years 

since he had thought of that name. The players were still saying their lines, and 

Ian opened his eyes and listed, his mouth quirking into a sad smile when he 

recognized the opening lines of the play. For he had read them before, a lifetime 

ago. 

 But now, as he listened, Ian heard much more than he had when he’d read 

them…When realized, through the words of the play she had written, that she 

loved him, he had not given any thought to the fact that he might fail to claim her. 

(350-1) 
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Ian realizes Olivia loves him and that he loves her. The play allows him to recognize things that 

he could not on his own. Without attending the production, he might never have decided to go 

after Olivia, making the theatrical performance vital to the happy ending of the novel. His 

reflections on his own experience while watching a Shakespearean play coincide with those I 

discuss in chapter one, much like Emilia in The Heir and the Spare.  

Along with the main plot, Martin interweaves elements of Much Ado About Nothing, 

which Olivia uses to write the play. Ian’s sister, Andy, loves Sir Richard, but he believes she has 

been unfaithful: “Andy leaned forward conspiratorially. ‘I must believe that someone say my 

maid. She was, um, behaving rather badly with a man directly in front of the windows of my 

chamber’” (181-2). Ian learns that another man, Lord Crandle, devised the plan to discredit his 

sister and attempts to get him to confess (191). This plan fails, so Andy decides to pretend to be 

dead rather than face public humiliation (297). Within the novel, the queen devises the plan to 

use Andy’s apparent death to undo her dishonor. The queen says, “Your sister is believed dead, 

Sir Ian. We will honor her memory this time on the morrow. We shall see what they do when 

they see you at Our side and Shakespeare reading your sister’s eulogy” (311). Once again, the 

positive plans originate with a female character, emphasizing her cleverness. Rather than a 

wedding to another woman, Martin presents a funeral, as romance readers would likely have 

doubts about the faithfulness of a man willing to replace his beloved so easily. The queen then 

reveals the duplicity of Lord Crandle (333). Sir Richard even uses the title of the play when he 

comes to Ian about marrying Andy in the end: “Your brother is right. Even though our 

misunderstanding has been found to be much ado about nothing, I did not show trust in thee” 

(340). Martin emphasizes the connection between the plot of the novel and Shakespeare’s 

comedy, likely in case readers are not familiar with the latter. Olivia says she will write a 
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comedy about the events, “Something light and happy and full of love” (338). Her phrase could 

describe many romance novels and what they do with Shakespeare’s text.  

 Some romance readers actively seek out novels with Shakespearean allusions. On August 

23, 2013, Courtney Tonokawa posted on Eloisa James’s Facebook reading group:  

And after debating several other historical romances, stumbled on English's recent 

release, “Love on a Midsummer Night”, the second in her Regency Shakespeare 

retellings. Read a few chapters, and it's so clever...there's a few little references 

for the Shakespeare fans out there, and I think, worth reading if you enjoyed 

“Once Upon a Tower”’s Shakespeare connection. 

 

In reducing Shakespeare’s plays to cultural shorthand, the romance authors perpetuate those 

associations. Moreover, the way romance authors depict Shakespeare shapes the readers’ view of 

the plays. Often readers admit their lack of familiarity with the source texts in their reviews, such 

as Kim Adams’ review of Love on a Midsummer Night on Amazon.com:  

Love looks not with the eyes, but with the mind, And therefore is wing'd 

Cupid painted blind. - Shakespeare, A MIDSUMMER NIGHT'S DREAM 

Romance author Christy English has performed Shakespeare on stage. So 

it only natural that he would act as her muse in writing a Regency series with 

Shakespearean themes. LOVE ON A MIDSUMMER'S NIGHT is Book Two in 

Christy English's Shakespeare in Love series, focusing on the Earl of Pembroke, 

whom readers met in Book One, HOW TO TAME A WILLFUL WIFE. 

I have not read Shakespeare (gasp) but I still enjoyed LOVE ON A 

MIDSUMMER'S NIGHT. English breathes new life into the beloved Regency 

setting with flawed characters that even Shakespeare could appreciate. LOVE ON 

A MIDSUMMER'S NIGHT delivered pomp, circumstance, passion, and suspense 

as Raymond and Arabella find their HEA [happily ever after] by using their 

minds, even their hearts. 

 

Adams’s Shakespeare quotation comes directly from the novel, as that is the only attribution she 

knows for it. Without any other context, the quotation has become symbolic for the entire play. 

While Adams has not read A Midsummer Night’s Dream, she assumes the author’s inclusions of 

it are appropriate because the author was a Shakespearean actor. Moreover, Adams’s assertion 

that Shakespeare would appreciate the appropriation emphasizes the romance novel version of 
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Shakespeare. For many readers, these versions of Shakespeare’s texts shape their understanding 

of the original as these novels are the only way they experience his plays. Understanding how 

romance authors present Shakespeare therefore allows us to glimpse the romance reader’s view 

the Bard.  

By appropriating Shakespeare in these ways historical romance authors utilize his 

characters, works, and language as part of the code of romance novels. They predominantly use 

the plays or characters as shorthand by reducing the play to key moments, elements, or themes. 

When they do adapt the plays, they refocus them on the heroine and ignore more problematic 

elements, once again reducing the play to the aspects that suit their purposes. They rewrite 

Shakespeare to make his works fit within the expectations of the romance genre, despite the 

intellectual gymnastics that might require. Shakespeare’s position as a canonical author and 

cultural authority makes him one of few writers suited to these types of appropriation. 

Furthermore, as romance authors appropriate Shakespeare they reaffirm his position as a cultural 

authority on love.  
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What Happens at 

Christmas Alexander, Victoria 2012 x x x

When We Meet Again Alexander, Victoria 2005 x x x

Keegan's Lady Anderson, Catherine 2005 x x

Simply Love Anderson, Catherine 2005 x

"The Longest Night" in A 

Christmas Ball Ashley, Jennifer 2009 x

The Madness of Lord Ian 

Mackenzie Ashley, Jennifer 2009 x

Duke of Sin Ashworth, Adele 2004 x

A Summer to Remember Balogh, Mary 2003 x

Slightly Dangerous Balogh, Mary 2005 x x x x

The Secret Mistress Balogh, Mary 2012 x x

The Lady and the Cit Bancroft, Blair 2005 x x

The Trouble with being a 

Duke Barnes, Sophie 2013 x

"Daniel and the Angel" in A 

Holiday of Love Barnett, Jill 2005 x

A Little Bit Sinful Basso, Adrienne 2011 x

The Christmas Countess Basso, Adrienne 2008 x x

Tis The Season to be 

Sinful Basso, Adrienne 2011 x

Midnight Angel Beard, Julie 2003 x

Madame’s Deception Bernard, Renee 2007 x

A Scandalous Countess Beverley, Jo 2012 x x

Devilish Beverley, Jo 2002 x

Lady Beware Beverley, Jo 2007 x

My Lady Notorious Beverley, Jo 2002 x

Skylark Beverley, Jo 2004 x

Three Heroes Beverley, Jo 2004 x x

Winter Fire Beverley, Jo 2003 x x
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A Lady’s Secret Beverley, Jo 2008 x x x

An Unlikely Countess Beverley, Jo 2011 x x x

An Unwilling Bride Beverley, Jo 2011 x x x x x x

Hazard Beverley, Jo 2002 x

St. Raven Beverley, Jo 2003 x

The Spymaster’s Lady Bourne, Joanna 2008 x x x

Along Came a Duke Boyle, Elizabeth 2012 x

And the Miss Ran Away 

With The Rake Boyle, Elizabeth 2013 x

Mad About the Duke Boyle, Elizabeth 2010 x

No Marriage of 

Convenience Boyle, Elizabeth 2000 x x x

Tempted By the Night Boyle, Elizabeth 2008 x x x

And then Comes 

Marriage Bradley, Celeste 2013 x x x x

Fallen Bradley, Celeste 2012 x x

The Charmer: The Liar's 

Club Bradley, Celeste 2004 x

The Imposter Bradley, Celeste 2003 x

When She Said I Do Bradley, Celeste 2013 x x x

Taming the Highlander Brisbin, Terri 2009 x

Scandal Britton, Pamela 2004 x

Bridal Favors Brockway, Connie 2002 x x

Heiress in Love Brooke, Christina 2011 x

Bordello Buchan, Elizabeth 2006 x

The Heir Burrowes, Grace 2010 x x x

"Christmas with Dora 

Davenport" in Regency 

Christmas Courtship Butler, Nancy 2005 x

Castaway Hearts Butler, Nancy 2004 x

Prospero’s Daughter Butler, Nancy 2003 x x x x x x x

Reclaiming Lord 

Rockleigh Butler, Nancy 2001 x x  
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The Discarded Duke Butler, Nancy 2002 x x

The Ramshackle Suitor Butler, Nancy 2000 x x x

Lady in Waiting Byrd, Nicole 2002 x

Vision in Blue Byrd, Nicole 2005 x

Widow in Scarlet Byrd, Nicole 2003 x x x x x

Educating Caroline Cabot, Patricia 2001 x

Lady of Skye Cabot, Patricia 2000 x

A Gentleman Always 

Remembers Camp, Candance 2010 x

A Stolen Heart Camp, Candance 2007 x

A Winter Scandal Camp, Candance 2011 x

An Unexpected Pleasure Camp, Candance 2005 x x

Promise Me Tomorrow Camp, Candance 2007 x

The Bridal Quest Camp, Candance 2008 x x

Midnight Honor Canham, Marsha 2001 x

"After Midnight" in The 

School for Heiresses Carlyle, Liz 2007 x

"Hunting Season" in Tea 

for Two Carlyle, Liz 2002 x

A Bride By Moonlight Carlyle, Liz 2013 x

Never Deceive a Duke Carlyle, Liz 2007 x x

Never Lie to a Lady Carlyle, Liz 2007 x x x x x

One Touch of Scandal Carlyle, Liz 2010 x

Tempted All Night Carlyle, Liz 2009 x

The Bride Wore Pearls Carlyle, Liz 2012 x

The Bride Wore Scarlet Carlyle, Liz 2011 x

Wicked All Day Carlyle, Liz 2009 x

How to Propose to a 

Prince Caskie, Kathryn 2008 x

Love is in the Heir Caskie, Kathryn 2006 x

Lord Perfect Chase, Loretta 2006 x x x

Viscount Vagabond and 

Devil's Delilah Chase, Loretta 2004 x  
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Your Scandalous Ways Chase, Loretta 2008 x

"Something Special" in The 

True Love Wedding Dress Claybourne, Casey 2005 x x x

The Highlander Coffman, Elaine 2003 x x x x

Swansea Girls Collier, Catrin 2002 x

How to Romance a Rake Collins, Manda 2012 x x x x

"The Pirate's Kiss" in 

Christmas Wedding 

Belles Cornick, Nocila 2007 x

Deceived Cornick, Nocila 2006 x

Lord of Scandal Cornick, Nocila 2007 x

Calypso Magic Coulter, Catherine 2004 x

Devil's Embrace Coulter, Catherine 2004 x

Jade Star Coulter, Catherine 2002 x

Moonspun Magic Coulter, Catherine 2004 x

The Scottish Bride Coulter, Catherine 2001 x

The Sherbrooke Twins Coulter, Catherine 2004 x x

Lady of the River Crawford, Dianna 2003 x

Scandal Cullman, Heather 2003 x

Confessions at Midnight

D’Alessandro, 

Jacquie 2008 x

Love and the Single 

Heiress

D’Alessandro, 

Jacquie 2004 x x

Not Quite a Gentleman

D’Alessandro, 

Jacquie 2005 x x

Who Will Take This Man?

D’Alessandro, 

Jacquie 2003 x

Sleepless at Midnight

D’Alessandro. 

Jacquie 2007 x x x x

To Tempt a Scotsman Dahl, Victoria 2007 x

A Night to Surrender Dare, Tessa 2011 x

A Week to Be Wicked Dare, Tessa 2012 x  
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Goddess of the Hunt Dare, Tessa 2009 x

One Dance with a Duke Dare, Tessa 2010 x x

The Tiger's Mistress DaRif, Andrea 2003 x x

One Perfect Afternoon Dawkins, Jane 2004 x

"Cold Feet" in A Season in 

the Highlands Dawson, Geralyn 2000 x

A Knight in Shining 

Armor Deveraux, Jude 2002 x x x

My Fair Temptress Dodd, Christina 2005 x

Priceless Dodd, Christina 2008 x x

The Vengeful Bridegroom Donner, Kit 2010 x x x

Earl for a Season Dow, Brenda 2002 x

If the Slipper Fits Drake, Olivia 2012 x

Seducing the Heiress Drake, Olivia 2009 x x x

A Lady’s Lesson in 

Scandal Duran, Meredith 2011 x x x x x

Wicked Becomes You Duran, Meredith 2010 x

Once Upon a Wedding Eagle, Kathleen 2003 x

Sun Hawk Edwards, Cassie 2000 x

Winter Raven Edwards, Cassie 2000 x

To Sin With a Scoundrel Elliott, Cara 2010 x x

How to Tame A Willful 

Wife English, Christy 2012 x x x x x x

Love on a Midsummer 

Night English, Christy 2013 x x x x x x

"One True Love" in The 

Further Observations of 

Lady Whistledown Enoch, Suzanne 2003 x

"The Best of Both Worlds" 

in Lady Whistledown 

Strikes Back Enoch, Suzanne 2004 x x

“A Diamond or Forever.” 

Twice the Temptation Enoch, Suzanne 2007 x  
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A Beginner’s Guide to 

Rakes Enoch, Suzanne 2011 x x

A Matter of Scandal Enoch, Suzanne 2011 x x

Always a Scoundrel Enoch, Suzanne 2009 x x x

An Invitation to Sin Enoch, Suzanne 2005 x

Before the Scandal Enoch, Suzanne 2008 x x

England's Perfect Hero Enoch, Suzanne 2004 x

London's Perfect 

Scoundrel Enoch, Suzanne 2003 x x

Meet Me at Midnight Enoch, Suzanne 2000 x x

Reforming a Rake Enoch, Suzanne 2000 x

Sin and Sensibility Enoch, Suzanne 2004 x

Sins of a Duke Enoch, Suzanne 2007 x x x

Taming an Impossible 

Rogue Enoch, Suzanne 2012 x x x

The Handbook of 

Handling His Lordship Enoch, Suzanne 2013 x x

The Rake Enoch, Suzanne 2002 x

Twice the Temptation Enoch, Suzanne 2007 x x

Seen by Moonlight

Eshenburg, 

Kathleen 2003 x x x x

The Fortune Hunter Farr, Diane 2002 x x

Under a Lucky Star Farr, Diane 2004 x x x

Under the Wishing Star Farr, Diane 2003 x

A Husband's Wicked Ways Feather, Jane 2009 x

A Wedding Wager Feather, Jane 2011 x x

Twelfth Night Secrets Feather, Jane 2012 x

Pride & Passion

Featherstone, 

Charlotte 2011 x x x

Marrying Jezebel Fields, Hillary 2000 x

Her Every Pleasure Foley, Gaelen 2008 x

If the Slipper Fits Foley, Gaelen 2003 x  
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Lord of Ice Foley, Gaelen 2002 x x

Prince Charming Foley, Gaelen 2000 x

A Singular Lady Frampton, Megan 2005 x x

The Wicked Wedding of 

Miss Ellie Vyne Fresina, Jane 2013 x

Drums of Autumn Gabaldon, Diana 2001 x

The Fiery Cross Gabaldon, Diana 2001 x

Stealing Sophie Gabriel, Sarah 2005 x

Good Groom Hunting Galen, Shana 2007 x

Pride and Petticoats Galen, Shana 2006 x

When Dashing Met 

Danger Galen, Shana 2005 x x

Forced Offer Gay, Gloria 2001 x x

The Affair at Greengage 

Manor Gedney, Mona 2004 x

The Art of Seduction George, Melanie 2002 x

Lady Amelia’s Mess and a 

Half Grace, Samantha 2012 x x

Bride by Mistake Gracie, Anne 2012 x x

The Perfect Kiss Gracie, Anne 2007 x

The Perfect Rake Gracie, Anne 2005 x x

The Perfect Stranger Gracie, Anne 2006 x x

The Perfect Waltz Gracie, Anne 2005 x

A Duke Never Yeilds Gray, Juliana 2013 x x

A Gentleman Never Tells Gray, Juliana 2012 x

A Lady Never Lies Gray, Juliana 2012 x

How to Tame Your Duke Gray, Juliana 2013 x x

Seduced By Your Spell Greiman, Lois 2009 x x

A Dash of Scandal Grey, Amelia 2002 x x x x

A Taste of Temptation Grey, Amelia 2005 x x

His Every Kiss Guhrke, Laura Lee 2004 x x

Scandal of the Year Guhrke, Laura Lee 2011 x x

The Marriage Bed Guhrke, Laura Lee 2005 x  
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Guilty Pleasures Guhrke, Laure Lee 2004 x

The Captain’s Christmas 

Family Hale, Deborah 2011 x x

Legacy of Love Harvey, Caroline 2001 x

Sunrise with a Notorious 

Lord Hawkins, Alexandra 2012 x

An Affair to Remember Hawkins, Karen 2002 x x x

How to Capture a 

Countess Hawkins, Karen 2012 x x x

How to Treat a Lady Hawkins, Karen 2003 x

Much Ado About 

Marriage Hawkins, Karen 2010 x

Sleepless in Scotland Hawkins, Karen 2009 x

A Season of Seduction Haymore, Jennifer 2010 x x

Confessions of an 

Improper Bride Haymore, Jennifer 2011 x x

A Duke of Her Own Heath, Lorraine 2006 x

A Matter of Temptation Heath, Lorraine 2005 x

An Invitation to Seduction Heath, Lorraine 2004 x x

As An Earl Desires Heath, Lorraine 2005 x x

Lord of Temptation Heath, Lorraine 2012 x

Love with a Scandalous 

Lord Heath, Lorraine 2003 x x

Pleasures of a Notorious 

Gentleman Heath, Lorraine 2010 x

"A Home for Hannah" in 

The Regency Christmas IX Heath, Sandra 2002 x

"The Green Gauze Gown" in 

Regency Christmas Magic Heath, Sandra 2004 x

The Makeshift Marriage Heath, Sandra 2003 x x

The Whispering Rocks Heath, Sandra 2005 x x

Lord Dancy's Delight Hendrickson, Emily 2005 x  
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The Madcap Heiress Hendrickson, Emily 2004 x

A Woman of Passion Henley, Virginia 2000 x

Insatiable Henley, Virginia 2004 x x

The Irish Duke Henley, Virginia 2010 x x x x

Undone Henley, Virginia 2003 x x x x

In the Thrill of the Night Hern, Candice 2006 x

The Corinthian Heyer, Georgette 2009 x

Venetia Heyer, Georgette 2006 x x x

A Rebellious Bride Hiatt, Brenda 2002 x

Rogue's Honor Hiatt, Brenda 2001 x

The Runaway Heiress Hiatt, Brenda 2005 x

Notorious Pleasures Hoyt, Elizabeth 2011 x x

The Leopard Prince Hoyt, Elizabeth 2007 x

The Raven Prince Hoyt, Elizabeth 2006 x

The Serpent Prince Hoyt, Elizabeth 2007 x

To Taste Temptation Hoyt, Elizabeth 2008 x x

Lord Sin Hughes, Kalen 2007 x x x

A Duke’s Temptation Hunter, Jillian 2011 x x x

A Wicked Lord at the 

Wedding Hunter, Jillian 2009 x x x

The Devilish Pleasures of 

a Duke Hunter, Jillian 2007 x x

The Love Affair of an 

English Lord Hunter, Jillian 2005 x

The Wicked Duke Takes a 

Wife Hunter, Jillian 2009 x

Sinful in Satin Hunter, Madeline 2010 x x

Black Silk Ivory, Judith 2002 x

A Kiss at Midnight James, Eloisa 2010 x x x

A Wild Pursuit James, Eloisa 2004 x

An Affair Before 

Christmas James, Eloisa 2007 x

Desperate Duchesses James, Eloisa 2007 x  
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Duchess By Night James, Eloisa 2008 x

Duchess in Love James, Eloisa 2002 x

Enchanting Pleasures James, Eloisa 2002 x

Fool for Love James, Eloisa 2003 x

Kiss Me, Annabel James, Eloisa 2005 x x x x x

Midnight Pleasures James, Eloisa 2001 x

Pleasure for Pleasure James, Eloisa 2006 x x x x x x

Potent Pleasures James, Eloisa 2000

The Duke is Mine James, Eloisa 2012 x x

The Taming of the Duke James, Eloisa 2006 x x x x x x

The Ugly Duchess James, Eloisa 2012 x x x

This Duchess of Mine James, Eloisa 2009 x

When Beauty Tamed the 

Beast James, Eloisa 2011 x x x

When the Duke Returns James, Eloisa 2008 x x

With This Kiss James, Eloisa 2013 x

Your Wicked Ways James, Eloisa 2004 x

Talk of the Ton James, Eloisa, et al. 2005

The Lady Most Likely James, Eloisa, et al. 2011 x x x x

Much Ado About You James, Eloisa. 2005 x x x x x

The Secret Passion of 

Simon Blackwell James, Samantha 2007 x

Mistletoe Magic James, Sophia 2009 x x

" When Sparks Fly" in 

Snowy Night with a 

Stranger Jeffries, Sabrina 2008 x

A Dangerous Love Jeffries, Sabrina 2000 x x x x

A Notorious Love Jeffries, Sabrina 2001 x

After the Abduction Jeffries, Sabrina 2002 x x x

Dance of Seduction Jeffries, Sabrina 2003 x x

How to Woo a Reluctant 

Lady Jeffries, Sabrina 2011 x x x

Let Sleeping Rogues Lie Jeffries, Sabrina 2008 x x x  
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To Pleasure a Prince Jeffries, Sabrina 2005 x x

Wed Him Before You Bed 

Him Jeffries, Sabrina 2009 x

What the Duke Desires Jeffries, Sabrina 2013 x

Always and Forever Jenkins, Beverly 2000 x

Something Like Love Jenkins, Beverly 2005 x

“The Wexford Carol.” A 

Homespun Regency 

Christmas Jensen, Emma 2008 x

Fallen Jensen, Emma 2001 x

Destined to Last Johnson, Alissa 2010 x x

When Someone Loves You Johnson, Susan 2006 x

No Longer a Stranger Johnston, Joan 2005 x

Prince of Pleasure Jordan, Nichole 2003 x x x x x

Princess Charming Jordan, Nichole 2012 x x x

To Bed a Beauty Jordan, Nichole 2008 x

To Pleasure a Lady Jordan, Nichole 2008 x

Too Wicked to Tame Jordan, Sophie 2007 x x x

A Dangerous Love Joyce, Brenda 2008 x x

Deadly Pleasure Joyce, Brenda 2002 x x

A Most Unconventional 

Match Justiss, Julia 2008 x

The Untamed Heiress Justiss, Julia 2008 x

Confessions of a Viscount Karr, Shirley 2006 x

The Admiral's Penniless 

Bride Kelly, Carla 2011 x x

Double Enchantment Kennedy, Kathryne 2008 x

Celia's Grand Passion and 

Lucy in Disguise Kerstan, Lynn 2005 x

Dangerous Deceptions Kerstan, Lynn 2004 x x x x x

The Golden Leopard Kerstan, Lynn 2002 x x  
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The Silver Lion Kerstan, Lynn 2003 x x

My Lady Gamester King, Cara 2005 x

Taming the Heiress King, Susan 2003 x

Waking the Princess King, Susan 2003 x

In the Presence of Angels Kingsley, Katherine 2000 x x

Song from the Sea Kingsley, Katherine 2003 x

Ride the Wind Home Kingston, Christina 2003 x x

The Night the Stars Fell Kingston, Christina 2001 x x x x

Miss Wilson's Reputation Kirkland, Martha. 2002 x

Mr. Montgomery’s Quest Kirkland, Martha. 2001 x x

The Secret Diary Kirkland, Martha. 2003 x x

“I Will” in A Historical 

Christmas Present Kleypas, Lisa 2008 x

Dreaming of You Kleypas, Lisa 2003 x

Love in the Afternoon Kleypas, Lisa 2010 x

Secrets of a Summer 

Night Kleypas, Lisa 2004 x

The Book of Seven 

Delights Krahn, Betina 2005 x

Dukes to the Left of Me, 

Princes to the Right Kramer, Kieran 2010 x x

When Harry Met Molly Kramer, Kieran 2010 x x x

Dishonor and Desire Landon, Juliet 2007 x

"The Marriage Stakes" in A 

Regency Christmas Eve Lane, Allison 2000 x

The Madcap Marriage Lane, Allison 2004 x

The Duke's Scandalous 

Secret Lane, Connie 2004 x

The Viscount's Bawdy 

Bargain Lane, Connie 2003 x

Paradise Falls Langan, Ruth Ryan 2004 x

Sealed by Revenge

Laurens, Elly-

Royce 2006 x  
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In Pursuit of Eliza 

Cynster Laurens, Stephanie 2011 x

Mastered By Love Laurens, Stephanie 2009 x

On a Wild Night Laurens, Stephanie 2002 x

The Brazen Bride Laurens, Stephanie 2010 x

The Capture of the Earl of 

Glencrae Laurens, Stephanie 2012 x

The Taming of Ryder 

Cavanaugh Laurens, Stephanie 2013 x x

The Taste of Innocence Laurens, Stephanie 2007 x

For the Love of a Pirate Layton, Edith 2006 x x x

The Chance Layton, Edith 2000 x

The Conquest Layton, Edith 2001 x

To Tempt a Bride Layton, Edith 2003 x

The Witch of Cologne Learner, Tobsha 2005 x

Barely a Bride Lee, Rebecca Hagan 2003 x x

Ever a Princess Lee, Rebecca Hagan 2002 x

Hardly a Husband Lee, Rebecca Hagan 2004 x

Christmas with the 

Duchess Lejeune, Tamara 2010 x x x

The Heiress in His Bed Lejeune, Tamara 2009 x x x x x

My Lord Beast Lennox, Mary 2005 x

A Rake’s Guide to 

Seduction Linden, Caroline 2008 x

Prisoner of Passion Lindsey, Desiree 2003 x x

The Devil Who Tamed 

Her Lindsey, Johanna 2008 x x x

Starlight Lofty, Carrie 2012 x

The Dangerous 

Gentleman London, Julia 2008 x x

The Hazards of Hunting a 

Duke London, Julia 2006 x

Beauty and the Spy Long, Julie Anne 2006 x x  
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It Happened One 

Midnight Long, Julie Anne 2013 x

To Love a Thief Long, Julie Anne 2005 x x x

What I Did For a Duke Long, Julie Anne 2011 x x

Steamed MacAlister, Katie 2010 x x

Master of Seduction MacGregor, Kinley 2005 x x x

Taming the Scotsman MacGregor, Kinley 2003 x

Bedding Lord Ned MacKenzie, Sally 2012 x x

The Naked Duke MacKenzie, Sally 2005 x

The Naked King MacKenzie, Sally 2011 x

The Naked Viscount MacKenzie, Sally 2010 x x

To Marry the Duke MacLean, Julianne 2003 x

A Rogue By Any Other 

Name MacLean, Sarah 2012 x x x x

Nine Rules to Break When 

Romancing a Rake MacLean, Sarah 2010 x

The Education of Mrs. 

Brimley MacMeans, Donna 2007 x x

The Seduction of a Duke MacMeans, Donna 2009 x

The Taming of Lord Astor Madigan, Molly 2007 x

Masquerading the 

Marquess Mallory, Anne 2004 x

Seven Secrets of 

Seduction Mallory, Anne 2010 x x x x x

Three Nights of Sin Mallory, Anne 2008 x x

Wedding of the Year Malvey, Victoria 2004 x x

Taming the Duke Manning, Jackie 2001 x

A Christmas Kiss and 

Winter Wonderland

Mansfield, 

Elizabeth 2005 x

An Encounter with Venus

Mansfield, 

Elizabeth 2003 x  

 



 

224 

 

T

i

t

l

e

A

u

t

h

o

r

Y

e

a

r

N

a

m

e

P

e

t

 

n

a

m

e

T

i

t

l

e

O

p

e

n

i

n

g

C

h

a

p

t

e

r

S

h

e

 

q

u

o

t

e

s

H

e

 

q

u

o

t

e

s

O

t

h

e

r

 

q

u

o

t

e

s

N

e

g

 

T

r

a

i

t

s

B

o

t

h

 

q

u

o

t

e

A

c

t

o

r

/

t

r

e

s

s

 

R

e

a

d

i

n

g

 

o

f

 

p

l

a

y

 

a

t

 

h

o

m

e

A

t

t

e

n

d

 

p

l

a

y

A

d

a

p

t

 

p

l

a

y

A

d

a

p

t

 

t

r

a

g

e

d

y

M

i

s

q

u

o

t

e

R

a

n

d

o

m

Poor Caroline and 

Matched Pairs

Mansfield, 

Elizabeth 2004 x

"Annalais and the 

Scandalous Rake" in The 

Diamonds of Welbourne 

Manor Marlowe, Deb 2009 x

Fanning the Flame Martin, Kat 2002 x

Heartless Martin, Kat 2001 x x

Silk and Steel Martin, Kat 2000 x

The Fire Inside Martin, Kat 2002 x

Much Ado About Love Martin, Malia 2000 x x x x x x

Moonlight and Shadow Martyn, Isolde 2003 x

Forever and a Day Marvelle, Delilah 2012 x x

A Scandalous Marriage Maxwell, Cathy 2000 x x

The Earl Claims His Wife Maxwell, Cathy 2009 x

The Marriage Ring Maxwell, Cathy 2010 x x

The Seduction of an 

English Lady Maxwell, Cathy 2003 x

"Charlotte and the Wicked 

Lord" in The Diamonds of 

Melbourne Manor McCabe, Amanda 2009 x

A Lady in Disguise McCabe, Amanda 2003 x

Improper Ladies. The 

Golden Feather McCabe, Amanda 2010 x x

Improper Ladies. The 

Rules of Love McCabe, Amanda 2010 x x

Lady Midnight McCabe, Amanda 2005 x x x x

The Rules of Love McCabe, Amanda 2004 x x

The Defiant Miss Foster 

and A  Highly Respectable 

Widow McRea, Melinda 2003 x x

Some Like it Wicked Medeiros, Teresa 2008 x

The Devil Wears Plaid Medeiros, Teresa 2010 x x  
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The Pleasure of Your Kiss Medeiros, Teresa 2012 x

The Temptation of Your 

Touch Medeiros, Teresa 2013 x

A Debt to Delia Metzger, Barbara 2002 x

Jack of Clubs Metzger, Barbara 2006 x

Lady Whilton's Wedding 

and An Enchanted Affair Metzger, Barbara 2005 x x

The Diamond Key Metzger, Barbara 2003 x

The Duel Metzger, Barbara 2005 x x

Truly Yours Metzger, Barbara 2007 x

Valentines Metzger, Barbara 2004 x

Regency Christmas 

Courtship

Metzger, Barbara et 

al. 2005 x

A Gentleman By Any 

Other Name Michaels, Kasey 2006 x x

A Midsummer Night’s Sin Michaels, Kasey 2011 x x x x x x x

Come Near Me Michaels, Kasey 2000 x x x x x

How to Beguile a Beauty Michaels, Kasey 2010 x

How to Tempt a Duke Michaels, Kasey 2009 x x

Much Ado About Rogues Michaels, Kasey 2012 x x x x x x x x x

Someone to Love Michaels, Kasey 2001 x x

The Return of the 

Prodigal Michaels, Kasey 2007 x x

The Secrets of the Heart Michaels, Kasey 2007 x x x x

The Taming of the Rake Michaels, Kasey 2011 x x x x x

Waiting for You Michaels, Kasey 2000 x x x x x

What a Lady Needs Michaels, Kasey 2013 x x

What an Earl Wants Michaels, Kasey 2012 x x

Skye Miller, Linda Lael 2000 x

Kissing Cousins Miller, Nadine 2002 x

Beyond the Highland Mist

Moning, Karen 

Marie 2004 x  
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The Highlander's Touch

Moning, Karen 

Marie 2000 x x

A Rogue's Embrace Moore, Margaret 2000 x

Kiss Me Again Moore, Margaret 2004 x x

Kiss Me Quick Moore, Margaret 2003 x x

Indiscretion Morgan, Jude 2006 x x

The Healing Season Morren, Ruth Axtell 2007 x

A Most Lamentable 

Comedy Mullany, Janet 2009 x x x x x

To Ruin the Duke Mullins, Debra 2009 x

A Dangerous Beauty Nash, Sophia 2007 x x

A Passionate Endeavor Nash, Sophia 2004 x

The Kiss Nash, Sophia 2008 x x

The Princess of Park Lane Navin, Jacqueline 2003 x x

Marry the Man Today Needham, Linda 2005 x

The Amorous Education 

of Celia Seaton Neville, Miranda 2011 x x

Compromised Noble, Kate 2009 x

Souvenier of Love Novins, Joanna 2004 x

The Souvenier Countess Novins, Joanna 2004 x

Enter the Hero O'Brien, Judith 2003 x

English Ivy Palmer, Catherine 2002 x

The Affectionate 

Adversary Palmer, Catherine 2007 x

To Wed a Wicked Earl Parker, Olivia 2009 x x

Seduced by a Spy Pickens, Andrea 2005 x x x x

The Scarlet Spy Pickens, Andrea 2008 x

The Spy Wore Silk Pickens, Andrea 2007 x x x

Sinful Between the Sheets Pierce, Barbara 2007 x

Tempting the Heiress Pierce, Barbara 2004 x x

Wicked Under the Covers Pierce, Barbara 2006 x  
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Dangerous Diversons

Porter, Margaret 

Evans 2005 x

Road to Ruin

Porter, Margaret 

Evans 2004 x x

Toast of the Town

Porter, Margaret 

Evans 2005 x x x

Dancing with a Rogue Potter, Patricia 2003 x

The Reluctant Rogue Powell, Elizabeth 2003 x

“The Birthday Kitten.” in 

Valentine Kittens Pratt, Cynthia 2005 x

Never Kiss a Duke Putman, Eileen 2000 x

"The Wedding of the 

Century" in The Wedding 

of the Century and Other 

Stories Putney, Mary Jo 2011 x

Christmas Revels Putney, Mary Jo 2003 x

Dancing on the Wind Putney, Mary Jo 2003 x

Never Less Than a Lady Putney, Mary Jo 2010 x x x

No Longer a Gentleman Putney, Mary Jo 2012 x x

Sometimes a Rogue Putney, Mary Jo 2013 x

The Bargain Putney, Mary Jo 2011 x

Lie By Moonlight Quick, Amanda 2006 x

Seduction and Surrender Quick, Amanda 2005 x

"A Tale of Two Sisters" in 

Where's My Hero? Quinn, Julia 2003 x

"Thirty-Six Valentines" in 

The Further Observations 

of Lady Whistledown Quinn, Julia 2003 x x

An Offer From a 

Gentleman Quinn, Julia 2001 x

Dancing at Midnight Quinn, Julia 2009 x x

Just Like Heaven Quinn, Julia 2011 x  
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Minx Quinn, Julia 2004 x x

Ten Things I Love About 

You Quinn, Julia 2010 x x x x

The Secret Diaries of 

Miss Miranda Cheever Quinn, Julia 2012 x x x

The Viscount Who Loved 

Me Quinn, Julia 2006 x

What Happens in London Quinn, Julia 2009 x x x

When He Was Wicked Quinn, Julia 2004 x

Lord Libertine Ranstrom, Gail 2007 x x

All a Woman Wants Rice, Patricia 2001 x

Magic Man Rice, Patricia 2006 x

Much Ado About Magic Rice, Patricia 2005 x

The Devilish Montague Rice, Patricia 2011 x

A Lady of Talent Richardson, Evelyn 2005 x

The Education of Lady 

Frances Richardson, Evelyn 2006 x

Irresistible Robards, Karen 2002 x

More Than a Scandal Robins, Sari 2005 x x x

One Wicked Night Robins, Sari 2004 x

A Tale of Two Lovers Rodale, Maya 2011 x

The Heir and the Spare Rodale, Maya 2007 x x x

Season for Temptation Romain, Theresa 2011 x

Games of Pleasure Ross, Julia 2005 x

Night of Sin Ross, Julia 2005 x

Amber Royal, Lauren 2001 x

Rose Royal, Lauren 2003 x

Violet Royal, Lauren 2002 x

Taming the Highland 

Bride Sands, Lynsay 2010 x

Gabriel's Woman Schone, Robin 2001 x x

Pickpocket Countess Scott, Bronwyn 2008 x

Once a Rake Sharon, Rona 2007 x x  
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Too Wicked to Marry Sizemore, Susan 2002 x

The Angel in My Arms Sloane, Stefanie 2011 x x

The Devil in Disguise Sloane, Stefanie 2011 x x

Countess Confidential 

Smith, Barbara 

Dawson 2006 x x

One Wild Night

Smith, Barbara 

Dawson 2003 x

Elusive Passion Smith, Kathryn 2001 x

In Your Arms Again Smith, Kathryn 2004 x

Into Temptation Smith, Kathryn 2003 x

Silken Dreams and Satin 

Lies

Snodgrass, 

Catherine 2002 x x

Lady Larkspur Declines Sobel, Sharon 2005 x x

The Hunger Squires, Susan 2005 x

His Dark Desires St. Giles, Jennifer 2005 x

The Mistress of Trevelyan St. Giles, Jennifer 2004 x x x x

A Christmas Wedding 

Wager Styles, Michelle 2007 x x

My Lord Jack Tarr, Hope 2002 x x

Beauty and the Duke Thomas, Melody 2009 x

Wild and Wicked in 

Scotland Thomas, Melody 2006 x

Delicious Thomas, Sherry 2008 x

Ravishing the Heiress Thomas, Sherry 2012 x

The Pleasure Trap Thornton, Elizabeth 2007 x

Passion Valdez, Lisa 2005 x

" Charmed by her smile" in 

Four Dukes and a Devil Warren, Tracy Anne 2009 x

At the Duke’s Pleasure Warren, Tracy Anne 2010 x

His Favorite Mistress Warren, Tracy Anne 2007 x

Seduced By His Touch Warren, Tracy Anne 2009 x

The Bed and the Bachelor Warren, Tracy Anne 2011 x  
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The Husband Trap Warren, Tracy Anne 2006 x x

The Princess and the Peer Warren, Tracy Anne 2012 x x x

The Wedding Trap Warren, Tracy Anne 2006 x

The Wife Trap Warren, Tracy Anne 2006 x

Scandal's Daughter Wells, Christine 2007 x

The Dangerous Duke Wells, Christine 2008 x

Lady Katherne's Wild 

Ride Westin, Jeane 2006 x x x x x x x

The Horsemaster's 

Daughter Wiggs, Susan 2010 x x x x x

The Deception of the 

Emerald Ring Willig, Lauren 2007 x

The Secret History of the 

Pink Carnation Willig, Lauren 2010 x x

Someday Soon Wolf, Joan 2000 x x x

The Flame and the Flower

Woodiwiss, 

Kathleen E 2007 x x

The Reluctant Suitor

Woodiwiss, 

Kathleen E 2007 x x  

 

 


