Shakespeare drew from both Middle Ages and Renaissance wedding customs when he wrote
Romeo and Juliet. Here are some common wedding traditions from both time periods.

¢ Diamond rings became popular between 1200 and 1400. Italians beheved that
diamonds were created from the flames of love.

¢ Brides began to carry bouquets and toss them to the guests in the 1300s. Prior to
that, it was popular for the bride to toss her garter to the men, reenacting how a lady
would toss her ribbon or colors to her knight. However, sometimes drunken guests
got out of control and tried to remove the garter ahead of time. To avoid this situa-
tion, brides switched to tossing flowers. :

¢ English newlyweds between 1300 and 1650 would pile small cakes as high as they

could. Then the couple would lean over and try to kiss without knocking down the
pile of sweets. If the couple succeeded, they would share a lifetime of prosperity.

¢ Between 1300 and 1650, weddings of powerful noble families could last up to a week. -

During that time, the guests would eat, sleep, and be entertained at the expense of
the bridal families.

¢ In the 1300s, brides favored blue, red, peach, orange, tan, and white for festive
colors. They often chose blue or yellow for their garters or for flowers tucked in their
hair. Thus the tradition of “something blue” began.

¢ Weddings in the 1400s often featured a living centerpiece, made of pastry and
filled with 24 live blackbirds. As part of the wedding celebration, the birds would
be released. The nursery rhyme of “four and twenty blackbirds baked in a pie”
originated from this custom. '
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ForTUNE’S FooL

For centuries, the goddess
Fortuna has been consid-
ered unpredictable. During
the Middle Ages, writers
tried to reconcile the pagan
idea of Fortune with their
Christian faith. Eventually,
Fortune’s workings were
seen as an instrument of
God’s will.

The workings of God’s
will were also seen in the
natural order. For example,
after the death of a king,
there might be a natural
disaster. Those who violated
the natural order were
believed to meet with
misfortune.
Shakespeare’s
tragedies, includ-
Y ing Romeo and

Juliet, reflect these
Elizabethan ideas.
In act 3, scene 1,
line 137, Romeo
calls out, “I am
Fortune’s fool.” In
the prologue, the
lovers are
referred to as
“star-crossed.” (The
Elizabethans believed
that star-crossed people
were born under unlucky
stars.) Shakespeare
made Fortune a signifi-
cant force in the lovers’
tragedy.




Although Romeo and Juliet are fictional characters, their lives reflect
the customs and norms of Italy in the 1200~1400s. The following is a
comparison of how a female, we’ll call her Juliet, and a male, we’ll
call him Romeo, differ in equality and treatment.
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Renaissance Fashion

People of the Italian Renaissance
were particular about appear-
ances. Noble women wore
elaborate gowns that were
heavy and long. To keep a
) dress from dragging
L through the mud, they
teetered along on fancy
platform clogs, sometimes
over six inches high.
Eventually clogs became so
high that ladies had to be
supported by their maids -
while walking. Renaissance
men were also very concerned
about fashion. Many wore
skin-tight hose underneath
long jackets. The outfit was
topped off by a cap with
feather plumes.




