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American Shakespeare Center

The American Shakespeare Center celebrates 
the joys and accessibility of Shakespeare's 
theatre, language, and humanity by exploring 
the English Renaissance stage and its practices 
through performance and education. Through its 
performances, theaters, exhibitions, and educational 
programs, the ASC seeks to make Shakespeare, the 
joys of theatre and language, and the communal 
experience of the Renaissance stage accessible 
to all. By re-creating Renaissance conditions of 
performance, the ASC explores its repertory of plays 
for a better understanding of these great works and 
of the human theatrical enterprise past, present, and 
future.

In its hometown of Staunton, Virginia, the ASC has 
constructed a re-creation of Shakespeare's original 
indoor theater, the Blackfriars Playhouse, and also 
has plans to build an open-air replica of London's 
second Globe Theatre, which was built in 1614 after 
the original 1599 structure burned to the ground. 
By following the basic principles of Renaissance 
theatrical production, the ASC gives its audiences 
some of the pleasures an Elizabethan playgoer 
would have enjoyed.

In addition to giving performances at the Blackfriars, 
the ASC on Tour travels the United States and 
abroad with the same unique brand of Shakespeare 
that thrills, delights, and educates its audiences.

Source: Adapted from American Shakespeare Center  
www.americanshakespearecenter.com

http://www.americanshakespearecenter.com
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TyPE: Tragedy

FIRST PERFoRMANCE: Actual date in dispute; 
probably 1594

FIRST PUBLISHED: 1597 

Feuding families fighting in the streets, a secret teen 
wedding, a potion, some poison, and a love-fueled 
double suicide—The Most Excellent and Lamentable 
Tragedy of Romeo and Juliet, better known simply as 
Romeo and Juliet, is no hearts-and-flowers romance. 
Sure, there’s that sweet balcony scene—but there’s 
a whole lot more. That's why Romeo and Juliet 
remains one of William Shakespeare’s most beloved 
works, performed endlessly around the world and 
the inspiration for a slew of movies, musicals, ballets, 
books, pop songs, and even a free-form rendition on 
Twitter.

Set over four days in Verona, Italy, the drama begins 
with a major brawl. The young servants of two 
feuding families, the Capulets and the Montagues, 
are fighting in the streets. They’re soon joined 
by fiery Tybalt, a Capulet eager for action, and 
Benvolio, a peace-making Montague. After Verona’s 
prince threatens death to anyone who continues 

fighting, the crowd breaks up and Romeo, Lord 
and Lady Montague’s only son, confides to his pal 
Benvolio that the girl he loves, Rosaline, doesn’t 
share his feelings. Benvolio tells Romeo he should 
forget her and find someone else. 

Meanwhile, Lord Capulet agrees to let Count Paris 
court his only daughter, thirteen-year-old Juliet, 
inviting Paris to a Capulet masquerade party that 
evening. Romeo and Benvolio encounter a Capulet 
servant with the invitation list; reading that Rosaline 
and other young women will be at the party, Romeo 
and Benvolio make plans to attend. 

Back at the Capulet home, Lady Capulet, Juliet, 
and Juliet’s nurse discuss the possibility of the teen 
marrying Paris. Juliet’s not thrilled with the idea of 
marrying so young, but she promises to give Paris a 
chance. 

on their way to the party, Romeo’s friends Mercutio 
and Benvolio try to cheer him up, as he’s still pining 
for Rosaline. But one look at Juliet Capulet and 
Romeo forgets all about that other girl. It’s love at 
first sight as the two meet, kiss, and fall fast for each 
other, each eventually learning the other’s name and 
realizing that their families are sworn enemies. More 
intrigue: Tybalt, Juliet’s cousin, recognizes Romeo 
Montague and wants to kill him but is stopped by 
Lord Capulet, who doesn’t want to anger the prince. 
So Juliet’s cousin instead vows revenge on Romeo for 
crashing the Capulet party. Is this budding romance 
doomed?

In the play’s second act, Romeo, unable to leave 
his new love, sneaks back to the Capulet garden. 
Hidden, Romeo hears Juliet on her balcony 
proclaiming her feelings for him. Romeo calls to 
her; they exchange loving words and, at Juliet’s 
suggestion, decide to marry. 

Romeo meets with Friar Laurence, who agrees to 
perform the ceremony, hoping the marriage will end 
the families’ age-old feuding, and Juliet enlists her 
nurse as a go-between. Juliet meets Romeo at Friar 
Laurence’s chapel and the couple is secretly married.

Romeo and Juliet

Josh Clark as Romeo and Zoe Speas as Juliet in Romeo and Juliet. 
Photo by Michael Bailey.
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Romeo and Juliet

The third act launches with Tybalt meeting Mercutio 
and Benvolio in the town square as he hunts for 
Romeo. Tybalt and Mercutio fight; Romeo arrives 
fresh from his marriage ceremony. Tybalt kills 
Mercutio, and Romeo avenges Mercutio’s death by 
killing Tybalt, who’s now actually family by marriage. 
Romeo flees and is forever banished from Verona by 
the prince. 

Juliet’s nurse breaks the bad news about Tybalt and 
Romeo to the teen bride, who struggles between 
loyalty to her clan and love for her husband—after 
all, she’s now married to a man who’s murdered 
her family member. But she realizes that her duty is 
to her true love. Romeo, hiding at Friar Laurence’s, 
learns of his banishment and the friar hatches a 
plan: Romeo can spend his wedding night with Juliet, 
but then he must leave town while the friar tries to 
arrange a pardon for him from the prince. 

Hoping to cheer up Juliet, who seems to be grieving 
her dead cousin, Lord and Lady Capulet decide that 
she should marry Paris in a matter of days, because, 
really, what’s more festive than a wedding? When 
the already-secretly-married Juliet protests the idea, 
her rage-filled father threatens to disown her. Even 
Juliet’s nurse thinks she should marry Paris now that 
Romeo’s been banished. 

In the fourth act, desperate Juliet goes to Friar 
Laurence for help. He comes up with another plan: 
Juliet should drink a potion that will make her seem 
dead so that when she wakes up in the family 
tomb, she and Romeo, who’ll wait for her there, 
can run away together, far from their feuding, 
meddling families. Following the plan, Juliet returns 
home, agrees to marry Paris, then drinks the potion 
later that evening. Juliet’s nurse finds her lifeless 
body the next morning, and the shocked family’s 
forced to change wedding arrangements to funeral 
preparations. 

In the fifth and final act, Romeo, hiding out in 
Mantua, learns that Juliet is dead. Distraught and 
unaware of the friar’s potion plan, Romeo buys some 
poison to kill himself, so he can be reunited in death

with Juliet. Back in Verona, Friar Laurence discovers 
that his message to Romeo about Juliet’s fake death 
wasn’t delivered. 

Grief-stricken Romeo, at the Capulet family crypt, 
comes upon Paris, who’s scattering flowers on Juliet’s 
grave. They duel; Romeo kills Paris. Romeo then 
opens the tomb to see the “dead” Juliet one more 
time, drinks the poison, and dies next to his true love. 

Friar Laurence arrives to find both Romeo and Paris 
dead. As Juliet wakes up, the friar tries to convince 
her to leave with him but she refuses. After the friar 
flees, Juliet sees the deceased Romeo, her true love, 
kisses him, then kills herself with a dagger. 

The rest of the town begins to arrive. When Lords 
Capulet and Montague learn what’s happened they 
are distraught over their children’s deaths and vow to 
end the families’ feud. 

Try this: Romeo and Juliet’s story has been 
reinterpreted in a wide variety of media. Cinematic 
versions include director Franco Zeffirelli’s oscar-
winning 1968 Romeo and Juliet, director Baz 
Luhrmann’s 1996 Romeo + Juliet (starring young 
Leonardo DiCaprio and Claire Danes), and the late 
singer/actress Aaliyah’s 2000 film debut, Romeo 
Must Die, also starring martial artist Jet Li. The 
Tony-winning musical West Side Story (made into 
a movie in 1961) was based on the play, as was 
Taylor Swift’s 2008 song “Love Story.” In 2010, 
members of the Royal Shakespeare Company took 
to Twitter to improvise a five-week “performance” of 
a contemporary Romeo and Juliet titled Such Tweet 
Sorrow.

After seeing the American Shakespeare Center 
performance of Romeo and Juliet, view or listen to an 
interpretation of the play in another medium, such as 
those listed above. What’s similar? What’s different? 
Why do you think the artists made the creative 
choices they did? 
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Who’s Who in Romeo and Juliet

The House of Montague

Romeo The only son of the Montague family, 
likely no older than eighteen, who falls head over 
heels in love with Juliet after a quick crush on 
Rosaline. Romeo and Juliet’s love is forbidden, 
though, because Juliet is a Capulet, a family deep 
into an age-old feud with the Montagues. Despite 
this obstacle, Romeo’s romantic, passionate, and 
idealistic nature makes him determined to marry 
Juliet, no matter what. 

Think about this: Romeo’s pretty quick to 
change his mad passion from Rosaline to Juliet. 
Is his love for Juliet authentic or just a crush? 
Does he fall for Juliet because she, unlike 
Rosaline, seems interested in him? Because 
she’s a Capulet, “forbidden fruit”?

When Tybalt challenges Romeo, Romeo refuses 
to fight because Tybalt is kin to Romeo’s new 
secret wife. yet Romeo ultimately kills Tybalt to 
avenge his pal Mercutio’s death. Why? How 
does that decision affect the course of events? 

Lord Montague Romeo’s dad and head of the 
Montague family. 

Lady Montague Romeo’s mom; she dies of grief 
after her son is banished by the prince.
 
Benvolio Romeo’s cousin and friend who often acts 
as a mediator, trying to defuse his pals’ tempers. He 
also tries to get Romeo’s mind off Rosaline. 

The House of Capulet

Juliet The thirteen-year-old only daughter of Lord 
and Lady Capulet who seems resigned to an 
arranged marriage to Paris until she encounters 
Romeo and falls in love at first sight. 

Think about this: Like Romeo, Juliet 
changes her mind pretty quickly in the 
romance department: first she’s not really into 
the idea of getting married, especially to a 
man chosen by her father, then she basically 
proposes to Romeo the same night she meets 
him. Is Juliet’s love for Romeo authentic or just 
a crush? Does she fall for Romeo because 
he’s not her father’s choice? Because he’s a 
Montague, “forbidden fruit”?

When Juliet learns that Romeo’s killed Tybalt, 
she ultimately chooses her new husband over 
her family, leading her to defy her father’s 
wishes and go along with the friar’s potion 
plan. Why does she make that choice? How 
does that decision affect the course of events?

Lord Capulet Juliet’s dad and head of the Capulet 
family. He arranges what he thinks would be a fine 
marriage between Juliet and Paris and is outraged 
when Juliet defies him. 

Lady Capulet Juliet’s mother; like Juliet, she 
married young, but she lacks sympathy for her 
daughter when Juliet refuses to marry Paris. 

Tybalt Juliet’s aggressive cousin who’s eager to 
protect the honor of his tribe against the Montagues. 
Tybalt’s fight with Mercutio is a turning point in the 
play. 

Nurse Juliet’s personal servant who’s cared for 
the teen her whole life and who’s also Juliet’s loyal 
confidante. 

Need help remembering all the people and their posses in Romeo and Juliet? Here's a handy guide, plus some 
questions to get you thinking.
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Who’s Who in Romeo and Juliet

Other Citizens of Verona

Mercutio Romeo’s witty friend and a relative of the 
prince who’s also hot-headed and eager for a fight, 
which leads to trouble with Tybalt. 

Prince The prince of Verona who, tasked with 
keeping the peace, shows up after fights and public 
disturbances to deliver justice. 

Paris Juliet’s wealthy suitor to whom Lord Capulet 
pledges his teen daughter in marriage. Juliet’s 
predicament—obey her father or remain with Romeo, 
to whom she’s already secretly married—sets in 
motion the great tragedy of the play. 

Friar Laurence The Franciscan friar who, 
sympathizing with Romeo and Juliet and seeing 
their union as a way to end the feud between their 
families, secretly marries them and then comes up 
with a plan to reunite them after Romeo is banished. 

Think about this: Friar Laurence is one of 
the adult voices in Romeo and Juliet’s world. 
The friar encourages caution and moderation, 
yet ultimately agrees to officiate the young 
couple’s swift, secret marriage to accomplish 
his goal of ending the Montague-Capulet feud. 
How does that decision affect the course of 
events? Does Friar Laurence meet his goal? At 
what cost? 

How responsible are the adults—the friar, 
Lords and Ladies Montague and Capulet—for 
Romeo and Juliet’s tragic fate?

What’s in a Name?

Shakespeare often gives us clues about characters 
with the names he chooses for them. 

Volio is a Latin root word meaning a person’s “will” 
or “personality.” The prefix ben-means “good” or 
“well.” This leads us to believe that Shakespeare may 
have intended us to see Benvolio as a good-natured, 
good-willed person, a peacekeeper. 

Romeo comes from the same Italian root that 
we see in “roam.” Literally translated, Romeo is a 
wanderer or pilgrim. 

Though not derived from the same root word, we 
hear the word jewel in Juliet’s name. She is the 
jewel of her family, and later the jewel of Romeo’s 
love. 

Mercutio is named for his mercurial nature—the 
changeable temperament and quick mood swings 
we see in him throughout the play. 

Try this: Find some examples from the play that 
show Benvolio as a good-natured peacekeeper, 
Romeo a wanderer, Juliet jewel-like, and Mercutio 
mercurial. Now think about your own name or the 
name of someone you know. What clues does that 
name give about what you or your friend might be 
like?

Source: Adapted from Romeo & Juliet Student-Teacher Study 
Guide, Shakespeare Theatre of New Jersey
www.shakespearenj.org/Education/studyguides.
html 

http://www.shakespearenj.org/Education/studyguides.html
http://www.shakespearenj.org/Education/studyguides.html


7

What Time Is It?

Fate, Foreshadowing, and Tragic 
Timing in Romeo and Juliet

Boy, that Romeo has some bad timing—he steps 
into a duel just as Tybalt’s getting in a good lunge, 
leading to Mercutio’s death; he misses the message 
that Juliet isn’t really dead; he drinks the poison mere 
moments before Juliet opens her eyes. 

The tragic timing of these and other events under-
scores and intensifies Romeo and Juliet’s devastating 
conclusion because we come to realize that just a 
few hours, minutes, or even seconds can mean the 
difference between life and death. A moment earlier 
or later and everything would’ve been okay. Individu-
ally, these instances of tragic timing look like awful 
accidents. Taken all together, though, they seem 
more like the work of fate.

Fate is the notion that life’s events are predetermined, 
decided by some supernatural force, and that we 
are helpless to change them. It’s a frequent theme, 
or main idea, in Shakespeare’s plays: Do we have 
freedom of choice, or do we live our lives according 
to some grand plan drawn up before our birth? In 
Shakespeare’s time, people often believed in predes-
tination, and that a person’s fate could be foretold by 
an astrologer’s examining the position of the stars at 
the time of that person’s birth. one’s fate was literally 
written in the stars, as Shakespeare suggests when 
he calls Romeo and Juliet a “pair of star-crossed lov-
ers” in the play’s prologue.

The theme of fate turns up repeatedly in Romeo and 
Juliet. To help get us thinking about fate’s role in 
the story, Shakespeare uses a literary device called 
foreshadowing. Foreshadowing is when an author 
places hints or clues about the story’s outcome at 
various points in the action. Foreshadowing builds 
suspense and anticipation, and it keeps the audience 
interested and involved. 

In addition to loading the prologue with foreshadow-
ing to suggest that the characters’ lives are guided 
by fate, Shakespeare uses the literary device through-
out Romeo and Juliet. Here are a few more examples 
where foreshadowing might have us pondering 
whether the play’s tragic end was determined by fate: 

• To get Romeo’s mind off Rosaline, Mercutio says, 
"Take thou some new infection to thy eye, / And 
the rank poison of the old will die,” likening love to 
poison—what ultimately kills newlywed Romeo. 

• on the way to the Capulet party, Romeo feels un-
easy, sensing the approach of “some consequence 
yet hanging in the stars”—a premonition of doom 
he ignores but that does indeed seem to come true. 

• As the lovers part at daybreak, Juliet envisions 
Romeo “dead in the bottom of a tomb,” although 
she has no reason to think that he will soon die. 
of course, that’s exactly where Romeo dies, at the 
Capulet family crypt.

Shakespeare cleverly places his foreshadowing clues 
so that tension builds and we get an inkling of the 
play’s tragic ending. Now, if only Romeo and Juliet 
had gotten a clue… 

Think about this: In the play’s prologue, Romeo 
and Juliet are called “star-crossed” and their love is 
referred to as “death-marked.” These terms suggest 
that the lovers were destined to die tragically. But 
are the play’s events really the result of fate? Do you 
think the love-struck teens were doomed from the 
start, or could this tragedy have been prevented? 
Why or why not?

Try this:  Imagine you’re a literary detective trailing 
one of the play’s characters. Make a list of “clues”—
foreshadowing found in dialogue or action—that 
would’ve prevented tragedy had the character paid 
attention to them or taken them seriously.

Try this: Timing—especially bad timing—is pivotal 
to the plot of Romeo and Juliet. Create a timeline of 
the key events that happen on each of the four days. 
Present your timeline in a visual format, such as a 
poster, comic strip, or illustrated diagram.

Source: Adapted from Romeo and Juliet Study Guide, Classic 
Stage Company http://www.classicstage.org/down-
loads/rj_studyguide.pdf

http://www.classicstage.org/downloads/rj_studyguide.pdf
http://www.classicstage.org/downloads/rj_studyguide.pdf
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Who Was Shakespeare . . .

and Why Should I Care?

Though he's considered possibly the greatest 
and most influential writer of all time, William 
Shakespeare remains largely a man of mystery. The 
scant details of his life come from his works, court 
and church records, and accounts from his peers. 
Scholars and historians have filled in the blanks with 
their best educated guesses. 

Take Shakespeare's birth date. There is no definitive 
record of his birth—only his baptism, which occurred 
on April 26, 1564, in the English town of Stratford-
upon-Avon, one hundred miles outside of London. 
Since the tradition of that time was to baptize a 
newborn three days after birth, it's assumed that 
Shakespeare was born on April 23, 1564.

We do know that William was the third child 
of John and Mary Arden Shakespeare. He had 
seven brothers and sisters; only four survived to 
adulthood. William's father was a glove maker and 
businessman, and his mother came from an affluent 
farming family.

It's not known for certain if William attended the 
King's New School, which educated the boys of 
Stratford. Since his father was prominent in the 
community, it's assumed that he did. There, he would 
have received an education rooted in the classics: up 
to ten hours a day studying grammar, logic, rhetoric, 
arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, and music—most of 
it in Latin!

Records reveal that in 1582, when William was 
eighteen, he married Anne Hathaway. Together, 
they had three children, Susanna and twins Judith 
and Hamnet. Hamnet, William's only son, died 
in 1596 when he was just eleven. There is no 
conclusive documentation of William's whereabouts 
between 1585 and 1592, a period commonly called 
Shakespeare's "lost years." 

Scholars estimate that Shakespeare arrived in 
London around 1588 and began working as an 
actor and playwright. By 1594 he was acting 
and writing for the Lord Chamberlain's Men, a 

performance troupe. The company was later known 
as the King's Men, after King James I took the throne 
upon Queen Elizabeth I's death in 1603. Until 1642, 
when the religious Puritans closed the theaters, the 
King's Men troupe was a favorite with both royalty 
and the public. 

Shakespeare's acting company performed at the 
Globe Theatre, built by the troupe around 1599. 
Evidence suggests that the venue was a polygonal, 
three-story, open-air amphitheater that could 
accommodate an audience of three thousand. From 
1609 the King's Men performed at the Globe during 
the summer months and at Blackfriars, a second 
indoor theater owned by the troupe, in the winter.

William Shakespeare, associated with John Taylor - oil on  
canvas, feigned oval, circa 1600-1610. National Portrait Gallery, 
Given by Francis Egerton, 1st Earl of Ellesmere, 1856.
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Who Was Shakespeare . . .

William's plays were in such demand that they were 
published and sold in "penny-copies" to his more 
literate fans. This was a major accomplishment; no 
playwright before him had become so popular that 
his plays were sold as literature. William retired 
from the King's Men in 1611 at age forty-seven and 
returned to Stratford. He died on April 23, 1616.

In his lifetime, it's estimated that William Shakespeare 
wrote 37 plays, 154 sonnets, 2 narrative poems, 
and added more than 2,000 words to the English 
language. Today, 400 years after his death, 
Shakespeare's works are read, studied, performed, 
and enjoyed all over the world. As playwright 
and poet Ben Jonson, one of Shakespeare's 
contemporaries, once wrote, "He was not of an age, 
but for all time."

Those new to Shakespeare may wonder what all the 
hoopla is about. Sure, he's one of the world's most 
popular playwrights and poets, but what makes him 
so special?

Perhaps the most important reason Shakespeare 
is revered is his ability to capture universal human 
emotions. And it doesn’t get more universal than 
love and hate; just about anyone can relate to 
these powerful feelings. With Romeo and Juliet, 
Shakespeare wants us to reflect more deeply 
on these common emotions. Though the drama 
highlights romantic love, Shakespeare presents love 
as an intense, powerful, even violent force that can 
overtake a person’s loyalties, values, and reason. 
Shakespeare explores love’s apparent flip side, hate, 
in the play as well. Pride, family honor, and timeworn 
tradition fuel the two families’ ancient grudge, which 
the teens and the friar hope can be overcome by 
love. Through the couple’s landmark love, the feud is 
indeed brought to an end—but at tremendous cost, 
leaving us to think about how love and hate can 
often be tragically linked.

other reasons Shakespeare remains timeless include 
his remarkable storytelling—his works still inspire 
modern authors, playwrights, filmmakers, even 
dancers and artists—his complex and dimensional 

characters, who are fun to read and challenging 
for actors to play, and his ability to turn an elegant 
or colorful phrase. Many of the best-known phrases 
in the English language, words we hear every day, 
came from the mind of Shakespeare: for goodness' 
sake, neither here nor there, the short and long of it, 
dead as a doornail, in a pickle, love is blind, heart 
of gold, plus many more. And from Romeo and 
Juliet: wild goose chase, star-crossed lovers, parting 
is such sweet sorrow, and the age-old question: 
What’s in a name?

Think about this: What causes grudges? 
Can you think of any long-held grudges in your 
community, the country, the world? How might these 
grudges be ended without a tragic result? 

Try this: The universal themes of love and hate 
that Shakespeare explores in Romeo and Juliet 
consistently show up in popular music. Create a 
playlist of songs from your music collection that relate 
to the love and hate themes. Share your favorite 
playlist tune with the class and explain how it relates 
thematically to the play.
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Shakespeare's England

The Elizabethan Age

Shakespeare lived during one of the most remarkable 
periods in English history, the Elizabethan Age. 
Queen Elizabeth I ascended to England's throne 
in 1558, six years before Shakespeare was born. 
Her reign until 1603 was a time of extraordinary 
achievement for the country, marked by relatively 
stable politics, a flourishing of the arts, and 
England's emergence as the military and commercial 
leader of the Western world. 

When Elizabeth became queen, she upheld many 
of the Protestant edicts of her late father, King Henry 
VIII, whose relationship with the Catholic church had 
ruptured. She shrewdly managed to avoid a rebellion 
by making concessions to Catholic sympathizers. She 
was a firm and canny leader whose navy defeated 
the attacking Spanish Armada in 1588, establishing 
England as a world superpower. She supported Sir 
Francis Drake, first to circumnavigate the globe, and 
funded Sir Walter Raleigh, whose exploration of the 
New World, with its vast resources of tobacco and 
gold, brought tremendous riches to England. 

Under Elizabeth, the arts in England blossomed. 
The queen was fond of the theater, and many of 
the country's most important playwrights worked 
during her reign, including, along with Shakespeare, 
Ben Jonson and Christopher Marlowe. Elizabeth 
permitted construction of professional theaters for 
the first time in the country's history. In London, a city 
with a population of nearly two hundred thousand, 
fifteen thousand people a week attended the theater.

London became a center of both commerce and 
culture, hosting an explosion of learning and 
creativity, including masterpieces of literature like 
Marlowe's Doctor Faustus, Edmund Spenser's Faerie 
Queene, and Sir Philip Sidney's Defence of Poesie. It 
was in this hothouse environment that Shakespeare 
lived and wrote, adding the Shakespearean sonnet 
to the great literary forms of the day, including the 
Spenserian stanza and Marlowe's blank verse.

Elizabeth's successor upon her death, King James I, 
also had a great love for the literary arts, especially 
drama. It was at his invitation that Shakespeare's 
acting company, Lord Chamberlain's Men, was 
rechristened the King's Men. An accomplished 
writer himself, King James commissioned an English 
translation of the Bible so that more people could 
read it, since only the educated classes knew Latin. 
The King James Version of the Bible, completed in 
1611, is believed to be the world's bestselling book.

King James's big-spending lifestyle and untrustworthy 
colleagues ultimately landed him in hot water with 
the Parliament, then controlled by the strictly religious 
Puritans. Relations between the monarchy and 
Parliament worsened when Charles I, son of King 
James, ascended to the throne upon his father's 
death in 1628. A brutal civil war followed, which 
King Charles I lost to the Puritans; Charles was 
executed in 1649.

Among the many reforms enacted by the Puritans 
at the height of the civil war was the closing of all 
theaters. In 1660 Charles I's son was restored to the 
throne of England. King Charles II allowed theaters 
to reopen, but by then the curtain had fallen on the 
heyday of English drama.

Queen Elizabeth
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What's Up with Those Words?

Verse, Prose, and the Sonnet in 
Romeo and Juliet

Does reading Romeo and Juliet feel like reading one 
super-long poem? That’s because Shakespeare—
nicknamed the Bard, another word for poet—
included loads of verse in his plays. Verse is 
language with a set rhythm, also known as poetry. 
Why would Shakespeare do that? Two main 
reasons: tradition and memorization. Since the 
beginning of theater, plays had been written in 
verse, and verse is easier to memorize than prose. 
Shakespeare generally used verse, a formal way 
of speaking, for the dialogue of nobility and other 
important people.

Shakespeare used a verse form called blank verse. 
While blank verse doesn’t rhyme, each line does 
have an internal rhythm, like a heartbeat. That 
rhythm of blank verse is called iambic pentameter. 
Sounds fancy, but it’s pretty easy to understand. 
Let’s break that name down. An iamb is one short, 
unstressed syllable followed by one long, stressed 
syllable. It’s that heartbeat rhythm: da DUM, da 
DUM, da DUM. Penta means five, like the number of 
sides on a pentagon. And meter means a rhythmic 
pattern. So iambic pentameter is a rhythmic pattern 
made up of five iambs—or heartbeats, or da 
DUMs—per line.

Check it out with Romeo’s line from Act 2, Scene 2 of 
the play:

But soft,    what light    through yon    
der win    dow breaks?

Hear the five heartbeats, the five da DUMs? That’s 
iambic pentameter. This is how the folks of high 
station—the rich and the rulers—usually speak in 
Shakespearean drama.

Think about this: Romeo and Juliet is 90 percent 
verse. Why do you suppose that is?

But ol’ Shakespeare liked to mix it up; he was 
one of the first playwrights to use both verse and 
prose—language without a set rhythm or structure—
when it suited him. Prose is the form typically used 
by the common citizens in Shakespeare’s works; 
it’s closer to informal, everyday language, speech 
Shakespeare’s audiences would easily identify with. 
yet sometimes Shakespeare would have nobility 
speak in prose to reflect intense emotion or turmoil, 
creating a multidimensional character rather than a 
stiff stereotype of a rich, powerful person.

Check out Mercutio’s challenge to Tybalt in Act 3, 
Scene 1: 

Good king of cats, nothing but one of 
your nine lives, that I mean to make 
bold withal, and, as you shall use me 
hereafter, dry-beat the rest of the eight. 
Will you pluck your sword out of his 
pilcher by the ears? Make haste, lest 
mine be about your ears ere it be out.

Think about this: Mercutio is nobility, but he 
speaks in prose when he challenges Tybalt to a duel. 
Why do you suppose that is?

And speaking of mixing it up, in Romeo and Juliet 
(and many other of his works) clever Shakespeare 
included his own special twist on another type of 
poem: the sonnet. In Shakespeare’s time, the sonnet 
was a popular kind love poetry, first created in Italy 
in the 1200s. By the 1600s, love poetry in England 
was as popular as love songs are now. 
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What's Up with Those Words?

A Shakespearean sonnet is made up of fourteen lines 
of iambic pentameter—that da-DUM rhythm pattern, 
remember? A Shakespearean sonnet also has a very 
specific rhyme scheme: ABAB CDCD EFEF GG. In 
Romeo and Juliet, Shakespeare incorporates sonnets 
as complete poems, which are pretty easy to spot, 
like the Prologue (rhyme scheme marked at the end 
of each line):

Two households, both alike in dignity,  A
In fair Verona, where we lay our scene,   B
From ancient grudge break to new mutiny,  A
Where civil blood makes civil hands unclean   B
From forth the fatal loins of these two foes  C
A pair of star-crossed lovers take their life;  D
Whose misadventured piteous overthrows  C
Doth with their death bury their parents' strife.  D
The fearful passage of their death-mark'd love,  E
And the continuance of their parents' rage,  F
Which, but their children's end, naught could 
remove,  E
Is now the two hours' traffic of our stage;  F
The which if you with patient ears attend,  G
What here shall miss, our toil shall strive to mend.  G

Crafty Shakespeare even wove a sonnet into 
the play’s dialogue. Can you believe that this 
conversation between Romeo and Juliet from Act 1, 
Scene 5 is actually a sonnet?!

ROMEO [To JULIET]
If I profane with my unworthiest hand  A
This holy shrine, the gentle sin is this:  B
My lips, two blushing pilgrims, ready stand  A
To smooth that rough touch with a tender kiss.  B

JULIET
Good pilgrim, you do wrong your hand too much,  C
Which mannerly devotion shows in this;  D

For saints have hands that pilgrims' hands do 
touch,  C
And palm to palm is holy palmers' kiss.  D

ROMEO
Have not saints lips, and holy palmers too?  E

JULIET
Ay, pilgrim, lips that they must use in prayer.  F

ROMEO
o, then, dear saint, let lips do what hands do;  E
They pray — grant thou, lest faith turn to despair.  F

JULIET
Saints do not move, though grant for prayers' 
sake.  G

ROMEO
Then move not, while my prayer's effect I take.  G

Think about this: Why do you suppose 
Shakespeare included sonnets, or love poems, in 
Romeo and Juliet?

Try this: Can you find another sonnet in Romeo 
and Juliet? Hint: It’s one of those obvious kinds, not 
woven into dialogue. 

Try this: Got skills? Try your hand at writing a 
Shakespearean sonnet. It doesn’t have to be a love 
poem; just follow the basic rules: fourteen lines, 
iambic pentameter, and a rhyme scheme of ABAB 
CDCD EFEF GG.

Source: Adapted from Romeo and Juliet Study Guide, 
A Noise Within Theatre
http://www.anoisewithin.org/education/classics-
live/#tabs-6

http://www.anoisewithin.org/education/classics-live/#tabs-6
http://www.anoisewithin.org/education/classics-live/#tabs-6
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Resources

Absolute Shakespeare
Extensive online resource for Shakespeare's plays, 
sonnets, poems, quotes, biography, and Globe 
Theatre information. 
www.absoluteshakespeare.com

American Shakespeare Center
The American Shakespeare Center's website offers access 
to study guides, play-specific podcasts, and more. 
www.americanshakespearecenter.com

Complete Works of William Shakespeare
MIT's online collection of full-text versions of Shakespeare's plays and poetry. 
http://shakespeare.mit.edu

Folger Shakespeare Library
The Folger is a world-renowned research center devoted to Shakespeare and the early modern age in the West 
and holds the world's largest and finest collection of Shakespeare materials. Its online teaching resources include 
Shakespeare lesson plans and other classroom materials. 
www.folger.edu

Shakespeare Online
Named one of Microsoft's top ten websites for students, Shakespeare online provides free, original, and accurate 
information on Shakespeare to students, teachers, and Shakespeare enthusiasts. 
www.shakespeare-online.com

William Shakespeare Info
Vast online resource for Shakespeare's works and biographical and background information.
www.william-shakespeare.info

Romeo and Juliet Study Guides
Free Romeo and Juliet study guides: 
http://www.shakespearenj.org/Education/studyguides.html
http://www.anoisewithin.org/education/classics-live/#tabs-6
http://www.classicstage.org/downloads/rj_studyguide.pdf

VIRGINIA STANdARdS  
OF LEARNING

English: 9.3-4; 10.3-4; 11.3-4; 12.3-4 

Theatre Arts: TI.8-13, 16-18; TII.9-13, 15-17, 
20-21; TIII.8-9, 11-12, 17-19; TIV.12-13, 17; 
TT.17, 21, 25

http://www.absoluteshakespeare.com
http://www.americanshakespearecenter.com
http://shakespeare.mit.edu/
http://www.folger.edu/
http://www.shakespeare-online.com/
http://www.william-shakespeare.info/
http://www.shakespearenj.org/Education/studyguides.html
http://www.classicstage.org/downloads/rj_studyguide.pdf
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We need your feedback to make our Education Programs even better! Please take a moment to complete this form 
and either return it to the Virginia Arts Festival office at 440 Bank Street, Norfolk, VA 23510, fax it to (757) 605-
3080, or e-mail your answers to education@vafest.org.

WorldClass® Event:                                                                                                                                         

How did your students respond to the performance?

How did you prepare your students for this performance? Did you use the Education Guide? If so, how? 
Did students enjoy the material?

How did this performance contribute to experiential learning in your classroom?

What role do the arts play in your school? In your classroom?

If you could change one thing about this experience, what would it be?

Please include quotes and comments from your students as well!

(optional)
Name:                                                                                                                                                                          
School:                                                                               City:                                                                                  
Would you like to be part of our database?     yes            No                          

Feedback Form
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