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Abstract 

This essay conducts a comparative analysis of the importance of the character Rosaline and the 

differences in her portrayal in two works: William Shakespeare’s 1590s play Romeo and Juliet and 

Rebecca Serle’s young adult novel When You Were Mine (2012).  The essay especially looks into 

Rosaline’s importance for Romeo and Juliet’s relationship in the play and the novel. In relation to 

the play the essay also briefly discusses Franco Zeffirelli’s film adaptation Romeo and Juliet (1968) 

to show why it is important to keep Rosaline in the story. I argue that Shakespeare and Serle 

make use of the genres within which they work to tell slightly different versions of the story and 

Rosaline’s place in it. More specifically, I show how the literary and formal conventions of the 

genres affect the story by highlighting specific features, characters and events, which results in 

two works suited for different target audiences. In the end it is clear that Shakespeare’s Romeo and 

Juliet is made for a Renaissance audience, while When You Were Mine is written for today’s young 

adults. 
 

Keywords: Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet, Rebecca Serle, When You Were Mine, Rosaline 

Capulet, Zeffirelli 

 

Sammanfattning på svenska 

I den här uppsatsen genomför jag en jämförande analys gällande karaktären Rosalines betydelse 

och olikheterna i hennes skildring i två verk: William Shakespeares 1590-talspjäs Romeo och Julia 

samt Rebecca Serles ungdomsroman When You Were Mine (2012). Uppsatsen undersöker speciellt 

Rosalines betydelse för Romeo och Julias relation i pjäsen och romanen. I förhållande till pjäsen 

diskuteras kort Franco Zeffirellis filmadaption Romeo och Julia (1968) för att visa på Rosalines 

nödvändighet i pjäsen. Jag hävdar att Shakespeare och Serle drar nytta av de olika genrerna de 

skrivit inom för att berätta två något annorlunda historier och att detta påverkar Rosalines plats i 
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dem. Mer specifikt visar jag hur de olika genrernas litterära och formella konventionerna påverkar 

historien genom att lyfta fram specifika funktioner, karaktärer så väl som händelser, vilket leder 

till två olika verk som passar olika målgrupper. I slutändan är det tydligt att Shakespeares Romeo 

och Julia gjordes för en renässanspublik, medan When You Were Mine skrevs för dagens ungdomar. 

 

Nyckelord: Shakespeare, Romeo och Julia, Rebecca Serle, When You Were Mine, Rosaline 

Capulet, Zeffirelli 
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William Shakespeare’s famous play Romeo and Juliet – a story about two star-crossed lovers which 

ends in tragedy – has since its debut in the 1590s been adapted numerous times for the stage, the 

big and small screen, and through literature. It is a well-known story that has survived century 

after century and is still as relevant today as it was then. 'Romeo' has become synonymous with 

lover, or someone who is determinedly preoccupied with loving (Burton xvi). One tends to 

forget, though, that there is a girl that Romeo loves before he meets Juliet at the Capulet ball and 

falls in love at first sight. The girl that Romeo pines for at the beginning of the play and who has 

him breaking out in sonnet clichés is Juliet’s cousin Rosaline. In this essay I will conduct a 

comparative analysis of the importance of the character Rosaline and the differences in her 

portrayal in Shakespeare’s sixteenth-century play and Rebecca Serle’s 2012 young adult novel 

When You Were Mine – an adaptation of the play. I will examine Rosaline’s importance in relation 

to Romeo and Juliet’s relationship, especially when it comes to the play. In Shakespeare’s story, 

Rosaline is an unseen character – referred to but never actually seen by the audience. In the 

novel, however, she has been moved up to being the narrator and main character. I will also, to 

really show Rosaline’s importance to Romeo and Juliet’s story in the play, briefly discuss Franco 

Zeffirelli’s film adaptation Romeo and Juliet (1968), which has chosen to make Rosaline a visible 

character while reducing her involvement in other ways. I will argue that Shakespeare and Serle 

make use of the genres within which they work to tell slightly different versions of the story and 

Rosaline’s place in it. More specifically, I will show how the literary and formal conventions of the 

genres affect the story by highlighting specific features, characters and events, which results in 

two works suited for different target audiences. 
 First, I want to make it clear that Serle’s When You Were Mine is in fact an 

adaptation. This is a contemporary novel and maybe not as literary as other adaptations of the 

play and because of that, as well as being quite different from Shakespeare’s play, some might feel 

that it is not really an adaptation. As Canadian academic Linda Hutcheon says, “in both academic 

criticism and journalistic reviewing, contemporary popular adaptations are most often put down 
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as secondary, derivative, ’belated, middlebrow, or culturally inferior’” (2). Because contemporary 

adaptations are often put down as secondary I deem it possible that some people might be of the 

opinion that When You Were Mine is not even worth comparing to the Bard’s classic play. While 

Serle’s novel might not survive for centuries like Shakespeare’s play has, I do believe that at this 

point in time When You Were Mine is worth comparing to Romeo and Juliet simply because it is a 

very here-and-now novel and because it is so different from the play that it is based on. 

Hutcheon defines, in short, adaptation as: 

 An acknowledged transposition of a recognizable other work or works 

 A creative and an interpretive act of appropriation/salvaging 

 An extended intertextual engagement with the adapted work (8) 

She says that adaptation “can involve a shift of medium (a poem to a film) or genre (an epic to a 

novel), or a change of frame and therefore context: telling the same story from a different point 

of view, for instance, can create a manifestly different interpretation” (Hutcheon 7-8). When You 

Were Mine has a shift of medium, from a play to a novel, and a change of frame, telling the story 

from a different point-of-view. Rosaline, an unseen character in the play, is the main character 

and narrator in the novel. As Hutcheon says, such a change can give a new take on a story, which 

I believe Serle’s novel certainly does. Serle has reinterpreted and recreated the story to fit another 

target audience (young adults) which has led to many changes, one of the biggest being the 

setting. The setting has changed from Renaissance Verona to contemporary California and a high 

school environment. However, the main story is still intact. The novel is experienced differently 

of course depending on how much the reader knows of the original story: those who know Romeo 

and Juliet will read When You Were Mine with that in mind, and probably compare the two, while 

those who are not as familiar with the classic tale will just read the novel and see it as its own 

entity. The novel, however different it may be, is an adaptation of the play. 

 In fact, Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet itself is essentially an adaptation – it is a so-

called 'legend play' (Lehmann 4). As Shakespeare film scholar Courtney Lehmann says, the play 
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cannot be attributed to Shakespeare solely as it is “a play with a long history as another narrative 

form, which in and of itself, is equally mired in centuries of changing cultural expectations and 

modes of transmission” (4). In the fourteenth century, Dante mentioned the rival families 

Montecchi and Cappelletti (who would later be the Montagues and Capulets in Shakespeare’s 

play) in the Sixth Canto of the Purgatory in his epic poem Divine Comedy. Italian poet Massucio 

Salernitano’s short story “Thirty-Third-Novel” from his Il Novelino (c 1475) is believed to be the 

first printed version of the legend (though Romeo and Juliet are called Mariotto and Giannozzo 

in his story). Luigi Da Porto, an Italian writer, placed Massucio’s story in Verona and named the 

lovers Giulietta and Romeo in his novel Istoria Novellamente Ritrovata di Due Nobili Amanti which 

was published posthumously circa 1530 (Lehmann 4, 10-16). Later on, mid-sixteenth century, 

Matteo Bandello expanded Da Porto’s work and went “to great lengths to establish Romeo’s love 

for another woman” (Lehmann 16), the woman who would later be Rosaline in Shakespeare’s 

play. All of these writers and poets influenced Shakespeare in one way or another. However, the 

English poet Arthur Brooke, who was the first person to adapt the Romeo and Juliet legend to 

verse, is considered Shakespeare’s primary source. He published the long narrative poem “The 

Tragicall Historye of Romeus and Juliet” in 1562 (Lehmann 21). In Brooke’s poem, Romeus’s 

unrequited love for an unnamed lady is dealt with, to some extent, but it is Shakespeare who first 

introduces a love-sick Romeo “undergoing all the delicious pangs and enjoyed agonies of a young 

man fashionably ‘in love’” (Evans 11). Even though Rosaline is an unseen character in the play; 

however, Shakespeare has given around 180 lines to dialogue concerning her which does indicate 

that she is of importance since Brooke only gave her 94 lines in his poem and let her remain 

unnamed (Cole 285). 

 Shakespeare is in fact the first to give the unnamed lady that Romeo loves before 

Juliet a name, and by doing so Shakespeare gives her an identity and she automatically becomes 

more important. “Names, like dreams, mark an individual as unique, as indiv-id-ual”, Laurie 

Maguire writes in her book about names in Shakespeare’s plays (9). In Love, Death, and Fortune: 
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Central Concepts in Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, Birte Sause writes “the fact that she [Rosaline] 

symbolises Romeo’s unfulfilled first love is indicated in her name” (203). Sause goes on by saying 

that the symbol of the rose contained in Rosaline’s name might allude “to the rose as a symbol of 

love, the pink of perfection, and queen of flowers” (204). The rose is perfect in its self-

containment and does not go beyond itself nor does it need additions or complements. 

Moreover, the contradictory features of the flower (appealing smell and appearance but hurtful 

thorns) are usually used to paraphrase the ambivalence of love. The rose is the universal symbol 

of affection and love, as well as symbolizing fertility and admiration towards the dead. The rose 

also stands for the pudendum or the maidenhead which, as Sause remarks, is the very aspect that 

Romeo seems most interested in when it comes to Rosaline (203-4). Furthermore, Maguire 

comments that Rosaline’s name both attracted and wounded Romeo as appears from his 

announcement to the Friar when the Friar talks about her: “I have forgot that name and that 

name’s woe” (2.3.46). As she points out; “to pluck the name out of the heart is to kill the 

individual. The name is a physical self and, like the physical self, can give and receive wounds” 

(Maguire 52). Shakespeare automatically made Rosaline a more important character when he 

named her. 

 Before moving on to the more noteworthy reasons why Rosaline is an important 

character in the play, I will begin with the most noticeable one. Rosaline is used as a plot device 

in Shakespeare’s play so Romeo can meet Juliet. In the first act, when we first encounter him, 

love-sick Romeo is pining for her (he is speaking with his friend Benvolio):  

BENVOLIO. ... What sadness lengthens Romeo’s hours? 

ROMEO. Not having that which having makes them short. 

BENVOLIO. In love? 

ROMEO. Out – 

BENVOLIO. Of love? 

ROMEO. Out of her favor, where I am in love. (1.1.172-77) 
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Romeo’s beloved is impervious to his suit. The object of his unrequited love is Rosaline, which 

we learn later on. His friend Benvolio is trying to get him to move on and consider other women, 

but Romeo is sure that she is the fairest and can never forget her. Then Romeo and Benvolio 

learn of a Capulet ball that Rosaline will attend, since she is a Capulet, and Benvolio suggests that 

they should attend it so that, as he says to Romeo, Romeo can “[c]ompare her face with some 

that I shall show, / And I will make thee think thy swan a crow” (1.2.87-88). Romeo accepts, but 

only to show that there is no one as fair as Rosaline. However, when he catches sight of Juliet at 

the ball all thoughts of Rosaline are gone. Rosaline is therefore an important part to move the 

plot forward in the play, as Romeo is at the ball to see her but ends up meeting Juliet instead.  

 Rosaline is also used to show how Romeo goes from being in love with the idea of 

love to actually being in love. Early on in the play Romeo tells Benvolio, about Rosaline, that: 

ROMEO. ... She’ll not be hit  

With Cupid’s arrow. She hath Dian’s wit, 

And, in strong proof of chastity well armed, 

From love’s weak childish bow she lives unharmed. (1.1.217-20) 

From this we learn that she has chosen to remain chaste, meaning that she will not reciprocate 

his love. We also see that Romeo is aware of that himself, since he is the one revealing this to 

Benvolio. Shakespeare scholar Stanley Wells states that, “[with Romeo and Juliet] we are in the 

closely related world of Shakespeare’s sonnets and, through them, in touch with the conventions 

of Elizabethan, and Petrarchan, love poetry, in which the beloved is routinely unattainable” (151). 

It is no coincidence that Rosaline is unavailable to Romeo then. As Sause explains, Romeo 

represents John Heywood’s (an English writer) character type of 'lover not loved' (17). Rosaline is 

supposed to be unavailable and Romeo is supposed to think he is in love with her – even though 

'their relationship' is destined to fall apart from the beginning. Linguist and translator Burton 

Raffel writes: 
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Rosaline — Romeo’s unseen, unheard, but often referred to — initial beloved, was 

to the Renaissance mind someone our hero plainly loved only conceptually, 

intellectually. That sort of ’love’ was not and could not be genuine, profound, and 

soul shaking. Nor was it generally reciprocated. It was a mere game. (Raffel xvii) 

In the Renaissance, the lover did not always have the same effect on his or her beloved, Raffel 

remarks. He continues by saying that love was sometimes one-sided and what makes another 

person receptive to someone’s love was left vague. “Love happened, or it did not. The party or 

parties involved knew with great clarity what they knew, once they had been stricken [with 

Cupid’s arrow]; nothing else counted” (Raffel xxvii). Rosaline is in the play to show that unilateral 

love. Throughout the play, Romeo never speaks to her or actually takes any action to woo her. 

Unlike with Rosaline, Romeo pursues Juliet from the start. He speaks to her the same night he 

meets her for the first time. What is more, his love is reciprocated right away which it is not when 

it comes to Rosaline. Rosaline thus helps show the audience how Romeo goes from being in love 

with the idea of love, to actually being in love with a woman. 

 Furthermore, in the play Rosaline is also used as a contrast to show the difference 

between Romeo’s love for her and that of Juliet. His love for Rosaline is a courtly love, as well as 

a superficial kind of love. Even though the audience knows that Romeo does not really love 

Rosaline – he is in love with the idea of her – Romeo thinks that he is in love with her. He says 

about her: “O she’s rich in beauty, only poor / That, when she dies, with beauty dies her store” 

(1.1.224-25). Shakespeare makes use of the chastity topos, a standard in the Renaissance praise of 

the beloved woman, when Romeo speaks of Rosaline’s beauty (Sause 18). He is saying that when 

she dies her beauty is destroyed with her and that “in that sparing makes huge waste, / For 

beauty, starved with her severity, / Cuts beauty off from all posterity” (1.1.227-29). She is wasting 

her beauty by staying celibate and therefore her beauty will be lost to future generations. “The 

procreation motif which Romeo addresses is part of the neo-Platonic topos of the 

immortalisation of a person in his or her child ... It expresses the speaker’s sense of self-
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affirmation and also is a means of acknowledging the parents’ own, if ephemeral, beauty”, Sause 

explains (20). Rosaline exhibits a set of standard virtues and social advantages of the ideal 

Renaissance woman, so it is not strange then that Romeo believes he is in love with her. His love 

for her is bitter though, as he complains about her qualities: “She is too fair, too wise, wisely too 

fair” (1.1.219, my emphasis). Before the Capulet ball Romeo says to Benvolio about her: “One 

fairer than my love? The all-seeing sun / Ne’er saw her match since first the world begun” 

(1.2.93-94). He does not think anyone can surpass Rosaline’s beauty. However, then he sees Juliet 

at the ball and says: 

ROMEO. O she doth teach the torches to burn bright. 

It seems she hangs upon the cheek of night 

Like a rich jewel in an Ethiop’s ear 

Beauty too rich for use, for earth too dear  

So shows a snowy dove trooping with crows 

As yonder lady o’er her fellows shows. (1.5.44-49) 

He is saying that Juliet outshines the other women like a white dove among a flock of crows. 

Benvolio’s words come true – “I will make thee think thy swan a crow” (1.2.88) – as Romeo 

exchanges Rosaline with Juliet. All thoughts of Rosaline leave Romeo’s mind when he meets 

Juliet and he asks himself “Did my heart love till now? Forswear it, sight. / For I ne’er saw true 

beauty till this night” (1.5.52-53). 

 In addition, Romeo does not speak of Juliet in the same way as he does of 

Rosaline. When he speaks of Rosaline he uses rhetorical devises such as oxymoron, asyndeton, 

antithesis, chiasmus and paradox to describe his feelings, Sause writes. She continues by saying 

that they all mirror Romeo’s confused and contradictory feelings and serve to express the 

fundamental incompatibility of opposites by conveying a sense of friction both on the levels of 

form and content (Sause 24-25). Juliet changes Romeo and his language reflects this. Wells claims 

that “as soon as Romeo sees Juliet he speaks of her in the lines of rapturous lyricism ... which 
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make the terms in which he had previously spoken of Rosaline seem merely conventional” (155). 

Elizabethan literature scholar G. Blakemore Evans also discusses the language and notes that the 

sonnet choruses to Act I seem to reflect a typical sonnet situation; an unattainable lady (Rosaline) 

and a family feud that keeps two lovers apart (Romeo and Juliet). The star-crossed lovers first 

address each other when they meet at the ball “in a highly patterned and figurative sonnet in 

antiphonal form”, Evans continues (12). However, after the balcony scene with the soliloquy, 

where Romeo still speaks in sonnet clichés here and there, the sonnet tradition dies out in the 

play – simple talk turns into action (Evans 12).  

 What is more, Romeo is willing to die to be with Juliet forever. As literary critic 

Harold Bloom so bluntly puts it “[l]ove dies or else lovers die” when it comes to Shakespeare – 

with Romeo and Rosaline love dies but with Romeo and Juliet the lovers die (196). Their deaths are 

an important part of the play to show their 'true love'. “To the Elizabethans, suicide is a sin and a 

felony which is bluntly depreciated as 'self-slaughter'”, Sause points out (173). When Romeo is 

banished for killing Tybalt, both of the lovers threaten to revert to suicide as a last resort. For the 

two teenagers, a world without each other equals “purgatory, torture, hell itself” (3.3.18). Hell, to 

the Renaissance audience, was the ultimate symbol of “punishment, eternal damnation and 

agony” (Sause 176). For Romeo and Juliet, the pain that they experience when being separated 

from one another “is analoguous [sic] to the torment that souls experience in hell when they are 

forever and hopelessly separated from God” (Sause 175). For Romeo and Juliet being separated 

or being in hell amount to the same ending – so they might as well choose the fate of a suicide. 

Moreover, as Evans discusses, mere talk becomes action in the play. “Juliet, throughout the 

course of the play, turns Romeo from a boy of ideas into a man of action”, Dorothy T. Grunes 

and Jerome M. Grunes write in What Shakespeare Teaches Us About Psychoanalysis: A Local Habitation 

and a Name (79). When Romeo learns that Juliet is dead (though she is only disguised as dead) he 

knows without hesitation what he will do and where to find the poison to kill himself. When he 

encounters Paris at Juliet’s tomb and Paris refuses to leave, he says, “Wilt thou provoke me? 
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Then have at thee, boy!” (5.3.70) before they fight. Romeo kills Paris, enters the crypt and looks 

at Juliet, who is still in the disguise of death, before he drinks the poison. Later on, Juliet wakes 

up to find Romeo dead and she stabs herself to join him in death. In a number of ways, then, 

Rosaline functions to show the difference between Romeo’s courtly love for her and his 'true 

love' for Juliet. Juliet changes him from a man of words – an idealizer – into a man of action as 

he is willing to die rather than be apart from her.  

 In some film adaptations, as well as some stage productions, Rosaline is a visible 

character. In Zeffirelli’s Romeo and Juliet Rosaline can be seen dancing at the Capulet ball, though 

Romeo does not talk about her the way he does in the play. He is not seen pining over Rosaline 

and her unrequited love in the same way he is at the beginning of Shakespeare’s play. In the film, 

after his cousin asks “[w]hat sadness lengthens Romeo’s hours?” (Zeffirelli) to which Romeo 

replies “[n]ot having that, which having makes them short” (Zeffirelli), Romeo stands up, says 

farewell to his cousin, sees the wounded (from the fight at the opening scene of the film) and 

walks away after saying “God’s me, what fray was here? Yet tell me not, for I have heard it all. 

Here’s much to do with hate, but more with love” (Zeffirelli). The quite long dialogue between 

Romeo and Benvolio about Rosaline from the play is cut short in the film. About Zeffirelli’s 

Romeo and Juliet, screenwriter, film historian and journalist Douglas Brode comments: 

The decision to eliminate Rosaline was ... questionable. For us to accept the 

developing of ‘true love’ of Romeo for Juliet, it is necessary to earlier witness his 

romantic infatuation with Rosaline. This immature Romeo, a teenager in love with 

the idea of being in love, gradually gives way to the mature Romeo, truly and totally 

in love with a human being. We cannot appreciate the lofty place he arcs to if we 

haven’t glimpsed the ordinary point at which he began. (54-55) 

As Brode says, Rosaline is important to the story so that the audience can see and accept this true 

love between Romeo and Juliet it can be hard after all to accept it since the story takes place over 

just a few days. Shakespeare had his reasons for including Rosaline in the play, even though she is 
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not a visible character, but this film fails at capturing the comparison between Romeo’s love for 

Rosaline and that of Juliet in the same way that Shakespeare’s play does. Without Rosaline the 

audience cannot see how Romeo changes when he falls in love – how his love grows more 

mature after he meets Juliet. 

 While Shakespeare’s play takes place over just a few days (four days and nights), 

Serle’s When You Were Mine develops over more than six months – a necessary change for the 

events to happen at a more natural pace. Because Romeo and Juliet is set over only a matter of days, 

as Evans explains, an intense and driving tension is set up and results in the audience’s 

“heightened understanding of and sympathy for the headlong actions of the lovers” (10). On the 

first day Romeo and Juliet meet and fall in love and they marry the day after. Romeo kills Tybalt 

the same day and is exiled the next. On the evening of the third day Juliet drinks the potion and 

the fourth day is the discovery of her fake death. The same evening Romeo kills himself. The last 

day – the fifth day – is the day that Juliet wakes up to find Romeo dead and she too kills herself. 

Together with Romeo and Juliet, the audience is swept along by the overwhelming rush and 

pressure of events. According to Evans, Shakespeare achieves part of this effect “not by ignoring 

actual (or clock) time, but by stressing it” (10). The play is full of words regarding time, which 

gives the audience “a sense of events moving steadily and inexorably in a tight temporal 

framework” (10). This is of course suitable for a drama, but When You Were Mine is a 

contemporary novel and for the events to happen over just a few days would have felt rushed.  

 In Serle’s novel, the passage of time is not something that reader is aware of in the 

same way as in the play. The tempo is slower, more like in Brooke’s poem which develops over 

nine months. The novel begins in the summer, just before Rosaline Caplet’s Senior Year in High 

School starts, and ends at the beginning of the next year. The reader gets a before Juliet story, a 

during Juliet story and an after Juliet story – from Rosaline’s point-of-view. The book is divided 

into five Acts with several chapters, which Serle calls Scenes, in each Act. In the first Act, it is still 

summer and it is in this part of the novel things between Rob Monteg (Romeo) and Rosaline are 
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evolving into something more than friendship. At the end of Act One, Rosaline learns that her 

estranged cousin Juliet and her family are moving back to San Bellaro. At the beginning of Act 

Two, Rosaline and Rob go on a date. The day after, Juliet enrolls at the same school as Rosaline 

and her friends. Act Two ends with the prom where Rob dances with Juliet and Rosaline realizes 

that he likes Juliet in more than a platonic way. Act Three begins after the prom with a 

heartbroken Rosaline, and Rob and Juliet quickly become a couple. As the story progresses – Act 

Three, Four and Five – the reader gets to witness Rosaline get over the heartbreak that Rob 

leaves her with while Rob and Juliet are there in the background. Rob and Juliet are a big part of 

the story also in Serle’s novel, but they are not the main story as they are in the play. True to 

Shakespeare’s story, they die at the beginning of Act Five in the novel and the reader follows how 

Rosaline handles their deaths. As Peter Barry writes, “[n]arratives often contain references back 

and references forward, so that the order of telling does not correspond to the order of 

happening” (226). The narrative of When You Were Mine is no exception. Already in the prolog, as 

in the play, the reader learns that Rob and Juliet will die as Rosaline says in the penultimate line of 

the page: “[m]aybe then they’d [Rob and Juliet] still be alive” (Serle 4). The changed time frame is 

a clever use of the novel format, as heartbreak and grief are not things a person gets over in just a 

matter of days. 

 In the novel, the family feud affects Rob and Juliet’s relationship differently from 

the play. Unlike in the play, where we learn of the family feud between the Montagues and 

Capulets in the prolog, we do not learn of the family feud until Rosaline finds out that her cousin 

is moving back. In the novel, Rosaline’s family is at odds with Juliet’s family, even though they 

are both Caplets. There are 'retroversions' (Bal 83) to when Rosaline and Juliet’s families used to 

be close, but neither the reader nor Rosaline knows why her family is on such bad terms with 

Juliet’s family. We do learn that Juliet’s family is in a feud with Rob’s family too, though, 

following the original storyline with family feuds. In Act Four, Scene Three we find out the 

reason for the bad blood – Rob’s mother has committed adultery with Juliet’s father (before 
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Juliet’s family moved away). When Rosaline’s family gets caught in the mess, Rosaline’s father 

chooses his best friend, Rob’s father, over his own brother (Juliet’s father), which ultimately leads 

to them not being on speaking terms. In the play we never find out the source of the feud, 

because the reason why is not of importance; the feud is so ancient that it is forgotten. The 

audience knows of the feud already from the first lines in the prolog: “Two households, both 

alike in dignity, / In fair Verona, where we lay our scene, / From ancient grudge break to new 

mutiny” (prologue.1-3). In Romeo and Juliet, the family feud separates the two lovers following 

sonnet tradition (their love cannot be because their families are rivals). In the novel, the reader 

needs to know the reason for the feud as it is not as ancient as in the play, and also because the 

reason why is something that Rosaline is trying to uncover herself. Moreover, in When You Were 

Mine, only Juliet knows the reason behind the feud when she and Rob enters into a relationship. 

They both know that their families are not friendly with each other, but their parents do not stop 

them from entering a relationship – it does not have to be kept a secret as in the play. Rob does 

not learn of the feud until very late in the novel, and when he does learn it drives a wedge 

between the two lovers. The family feud affects Rob and Juliet’s relationship differently in the 

novel; the feud itself does not keep Rob and Juliet apart in the novel, but the reason behind it 

drives them apart. 

 In Serle’s novel Rosaline is to some extent, just like in the play, used as a plot 

device so Rob can meet Juliet. One of the most significant changes in the novel is that, unlike in 

the play, the love between Rob and Rosaline is reciprocal in the novel – at first. The two of them 

are best friends, and have been since they were children, and are starting to become something 

more at the beginning of the story. They go on a date and at the end of the evening they kiss: 

He leans in slowly. So slowly it feels like we’re in slow motion. And then his lips are 

on mine. They are so soft and warm, and it’s not until he pulls back gently that I 

realize how much I’ve wanted him to kiss me. How it’s really the only thing I’ve 

wanted. (Serle 105) 
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When they kiss, Rosaline realizes that she has liked him for a long time, as more than a friend. 

Not long after their date, Juliet and her family move back to town after living in another city for 

several years. In the novel, Juliet and Rob have met before (since Rob and Rosaline are childhood 

friends and Juliet used to live in the same town and be close to Rosaline), so the first night Rob 

and Juliet meet is not at the ball, or prom as it is, in the novel. Juliet openly expresses that she 

likes Rob to Rosaline. Juliet even asks Rob to take her to the prom and he accepts to be nice, 

since she is Rosaline’s cousin and Juliet does not know many people at school yet. Rosaline is 

planning to go with her two best friends, which is the reason why she is not going with Rob 

herself. At the dance, however, things change between Rob and Juliet, and in a similar fashion to 

the play, the ball becomes the place where he falls in love with her: 

The girl in his arms should be me, but it’s not, not even close. The girl he’s swaying 

with is none other than Juliet. There is something in the way he’s holding her that 

makes me stop in my tracks. It’s not friendly and it’s not platonic. (Serle 149-150) 

After the dance, whatever is starting to happen between Rob and Rosaline seems to be forgotten; 

like in the play he only has eyes for Juliet after the prom. Rob even tells Rosaline that he “‘didn’t 

expect to fall for her [Juliet]. But there’s just something about her. It feels right’” (Serle 167) and 

that it was “‘like fate, or destiny or something’” (Serle 168). In other words, Rosaline is used as a 

plot device to some extent in the novel as well. 

 When You Were Mine is written from a first-person perspective with Rosaline as the 

narrator which creates a different interpretation of the story. The play does not have a narrator, 

since it is a play, so the story goes from having no narrator to having one. Unlike in the play, 

Rosaline’s role in the story is not just to be a plot device, to show the difference between being in 

love with love and a person, or to serve as a contrast to Juliet, since it is her story – she is the 

main character in this story. It is written from her point-of-view and it makes her exceptionally 

important in the novel. Internal focalization (where the narrator is a character and says only what 

the given character knows) does, however, give the reader a limited view since we do not know 
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what the other characters think or feel; we only know the words that come out of their mouths. 

When You Were Mine thus lets the reader know Rosaline’s story; when she and Rob are becoming 

something more than just friends, when Rob chooses Juliet over Rosaline and when Rob and 

Juliet die. The reader is also able to see her fall in love with someone else, a character named Len 

– who is not in the play. Moreover, we read about her interactions with her family and friends. In 

the play, she is the girl Romeo loved before Juliet but in the novel she has a personality, feelings, 

thoughts – she is more than just a name, she is no longer an unseen character. Because of internal 

focalization we know her in a way that is not possible with any of the other characters in the 

story, since we are inside Rosaline’s head throughout the novel. In Romeo and Juliet, what we know 

of Rosaline is from what is described by other characters, but in the novel it is the other way 

round – what we know of the other characters is, for the most part, from what Rosaline tells us 

about them even though we do get some information from them themselves when they speak 

with her. Rosaline is not the most reliable narrator – she is a sixteen-year-old girl after all. As 

cultural theorist Mieke Bal remarks, the way a story is presented is always from within a certain 

'vision' – a point-of-view – and that the subjective nature of story-telling is inevitable (145). It is 

not strange that Rosaline is not the most reliable narrator; it is her story after all. What she thinks 

about the other characters in the novel will be reflected to the reader. 

 In When You Were Mine, Rosaline is aside from being the narrator and main 

character also the protagonist – a change from the play where Romeo is the protagonist. If the 

novel has an antagonist it would be Juliet, the girl who 'steals' Rob away from her. Rosaline says 

in the prolog: 

Juliet wasn’t some sweet, innocent girl torn apart by destiny. She knew exactly what 

she was doing. ... Romeo didn’t belong with Juliet; he belonged with me. It was 

supposed to be us together forever, and it would have been if she hadn’t come along 

and stolen him away. (Serle 4)  
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In the novel, Juliet has had a personality change from the play. She comes across as manipulative 

and mean. “If the focalizor coincides with the character, that character will have an advantage 

over the other characters. The reader watches with the character’s eyes and will, in principle, be 

inclined to accept the vision presented by that character” (Bal 150). Since Rosaline, the focalizor, 

does not like Juliet, the reader will dislike her too. The reader is supposed to sympathize with 

Rosaline and think of Juliet as the 'villain' in the story. In the novel, Rosaline puts a lot of blame 

on Juliet for 'stealing' Rob away. What the other characters in the novel think and feel is left to 

our own imagination, and Juliet comes across as a bad person for the most part of the novel 

because of Rosaline’s negative feelings towards her. For example, we learn that Rob is closing 

himself off from others: 

Olivia [Rosaline’s best friend] has English with Juliet and has informed me that they 

do nothing except talk to each other. She also says that Rob has basically stopped 

hanging out with Ben [Rob’s best friend]. ‘He doesn’t even go surfing anymore’, 

Charlie adds. ‘And I heard he’s fighting with his family’. (Serle 209) 

Rosaline and her friends put the blame on Juliet for this; they think that Juliet is 'corrupting' him. 

However, after Rosaline learns about the reason behind the 'family feud', she and Juliet finally 

have an honest conversation where Rosaline, and in turn the reader, can hear Juliet’s side of what 

happened when her family moved away from San Bellaro. “[F]or a moment I see the girl I used 

to know” (Serle 254). Rosaline, as well as the reader, start to see Juliet in a different light. Rob 

finally finds out about his mother’s infidelity, which drives a wedge between him and Juliet. 

Rosaline and her friend Charlie are talking about it and Charlie says: 

‘Karma’s a bitch.’ 

‘Yeah, it is.’ And it’s been a bitch to all of us. I lost my best friend [Rob] and my 

cousin [Juliet], she lost her parents, and somewhere in there we all lost each other. 

That’s the thing about free will: Every decision we make is a choice against something 

as much as it is for something else. (Serle 258) 
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Rosaline forgives Juliet for 'stealing' Rob away, or at least accepts that Rob and Juliet are together, 

and in turn so does the reader. Because Serle changed the original story and had Rosaline (the 

protagonist) have requited feelings for Rob, Juliet had to become the antagonist in the story. For 

a large part of the novel, she is the obstacle between Rob and Rosaline’s love – the opposite from 

the play where Rosaline is the obstacle between Romeo and Juliet’s love.  

 Furthermore, a twist to Serle’s story is that Rob changes his mind about Juliet near 

the end of the novel and wants Rosaline back, a change which makes the reader question Romeo 

and Juliet’s 'true love'. “‘I thought she was something she wasn’t, and I lost everything. ... It’s you, 

Rosie. Please’”, Rob says (Serle 279). Rosaline does not take him back though, since she is 

starting to fall in love with someone else (Len), and she tells him “‘I need to think about it’” 

(Serle 280). She tells him to go back to Juliet and make things right with her. Before he goes she 

hugs him. 

I reach out and put a hand on his arm, and he pulls me toward him, into a hug. But it 

doesn’t feel like it used to. It doesn’t make me feel happy or excited or even 

comforted. It doesn’t really make me feel anything at all. (Serle 280) 

Rosaline does not love Rob anymore, even though she has yet to come to that conclusion herself, 

but it is clear to the reader that she does not – because of the way she is talking about him and 

not feeling anything at all when they hug each other. We also know this because of the way she 

talks about Len: “There’s something about Len that makes me feel understood. Like he really 

sees me. Not just as Rosie the girl next door but as something else, too. Something more” (Serle 

241). In the novel, similarly to the play, Rob seems to be in love with an idea of Rosaline, not the 

real her. “Rob thinks I like roses best, and I’ve never corrected him because it’s so cute when he 

says ‘Roses for Rosie’. Except my name isn’t really Rosie and I don’t like Roses” (Serle 281). 

Furthermore, Rob does not seem to be able to make up his mind about who he loves. He goes 

from Rosaline, to Juliet, back to Rosaline again and then we do not know who he chooses. He 

and Juliet die together, but due to the limitations in focalization we do not know if he got back 
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together with Juliet or if he went to her because Rosaline tells him to make things right with her. 

The novel thus touches upon the Petrarchan convention; Rob seems to be in love with love with 

love, like Romeo is at the beginning of Romeo and Juliet. Rob’s love is fickle and, unlike Romeo in 

the play, his love does not mature over the course of the novel. As there is no marked style shift 

in the novel, because it is focalized by Rosaline the whole time, increased psychological realism is 

the result instead. In the play, Romeo and Juliet’s love is 'true love', but in the novel Rob and 

Juliet’s love is first love or at least young love – depending on what Rob felt for Rosaline which 

we will never know because of the limitations in narration.  

 Not soon after Rob begs Rosaline to take him back, he and Juliet are in a car 

accident in which they die. The death scene, one of the most important scenes from the play, is 

considerably different in the novel due to the narrative perspective. In the play, the audience 

actually observes Romeo and Juliet’s deaths. In the novel, Rosaline is not present when Rob and 

Juliet die and since the novel is written from her point-of-view the death scene does not have the 

same effect as in the play. The night after Rob had told her that he wanted to be with her, 

Rosaline is woken up the by her parents. “Rob is gone, they tell me. ... Car crash. Alcohol. The 

Cliffs. The words come at me like tiny flashlights piercing the darkness, blinding and brilliant” 

(Serle 289). After a few moments Rosaline thinks about Juliet and how she is taking all of this, so 

she asks her parents “‘Where is Juliet?’” (Serle 289), but she sees the way that they are looking at 

her and knows that Juliet is dead too – that they were both in the car accident. In the novel, the 

focus is on how their deaths affect Rosaline and not on their deaths as a means to eternalize their 

love. Furthermore, in the novel, Rob and Juliet die in an accident; they do not choose to die as in 

the play. Rosaline loses one of her best friends and her cousin and the novel continues with her 

dealing with their deaths. She blames herself at first: 

The one thing I could have done to save Rob, I didn’t do. I could have invited him 

in. I could have listened when he said he missed me. ... Maybe then they wouldn’t 
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have been in the car that night. He wouldn’t have been driving drunk. They wouldn’t 

be dead. (Serle 300-1) 

Her friends try to tell her that it was not her fault, but she does not listen. “Days turn into weeks, 

and I still don’t feel like time starts again. I go to school, I go to my classes. I nod and smile and 

say hello, but I’m not really feeling anything” (Serle 309). Eventually, with the help of her friends 

and her family she comes to accept that Rob and Juliet are dead and that it was not her fault. “I 

think about Charlie and what she told me. We can choose to be happy. You can choose not to blame 

yourself. Then I get it. And there’s one more thing I think we can choose too” (Serle 322). In her 

moment of clarity she goes to Len and finally kisses him and tells him how she feels – that she 

would have chosen him even if Rob was still alive. With Rosaline as the narrator it is possible to 

have this part after Rob and Juliet dies, and also to have her fall in love with a character who is 

not in the play, because When You Were Mine is Rosaline’s story after all and her story does not 

end just because Rob and Juliet are no longer alive.  

 In conclusion, Shakespeare and Serle make use of the genres within which they 

work and tell slightly different versions of the story. Shakespeare makes use of the sonnet 

tradition in his play where Rosaline has three functions. First, she is in the play to work as a plot 

device so Romeo can meet Juliet at the ball. Second, she is in the play to show the difference 

between Romeo being in love with the idea of love to actually being in love with a woman. Last 

but not least, Rosaline is there to show how Romeo’s love grows more mature, as is seen in the 

language used when he speaks of Rosaline in contrast to how he speaks of Juliet. He also turns 

from being a man of words to a man of action when he meets Juliet – he is willing to commit 

suicide, to a Renaissance mind a sin which leads to an eternity in hell, as hell or being apart from 

her amounted to the same ending. In Zeffirelli’s Romeo and Juliet, where Rosaline is visible but not 

spoken of, the audience cannot see how Romeo’s love grows more mature when he meets Juliet. 

In When You Were Mine, Rosaline has several different functions from the play. First of all, 

Rosaline is to some extent used as a plot device in the novel just as in the play even though it is 
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the least of her functions. Second, a big difference from the play is that she is the main character 

in the novel instead of a minor character. Third, she is also the narrator, which gives a new take 

on the story; it is her story instead of Romeo and Juliet’s. We know Rosaline’s thoughts and 

feelings, but in turn, with her as the narrator, it gives us a limited view on the other characters. 

Fourth, Rosaline is the protagonist, which makes Juliet the antagonist since she 'steals' Rob away 

from Rosaline. Since Rosaline is the narrator the story continues even after Rob and Juliet’s 

deaths. We not only see Rosaline overcome the heartbreak Rob leaves her with when he chooses 

Juliet over her, but also the grief she experiences after Rob and Juliet die as she loses her best 

friend and cousin. Because it is Rosaline’s story we also see her fall in love with a character that is 

not in the play – Len. As the essay shows, the literary and formal features of the two genres – 

drama and novel – result in two works suited for two different target audiences. Whereas 

Shakespeare’s play was made for a Renaissance audience, the changes Serle has made from the 

original makes her novel suited for today’s young adults.  
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