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Introduction





To understand and enjoy reading and watching Shakespeare plays, it will help if you know something about the man himself and the world he lived in.
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Shakespeare the man


William Shakespeare was born in 1564 in Stratford, which was then a small town in rural Warwickshire. He was the son of a glove-maker and was the third of eight children. He received an education at the local grammar school, where he learned Latin and read the works of classical authors, especially Roman ones. Sometimes he reuses passages from them in his plays.


When he was 18, Shakespeare married Anne Hathaway, who was 26. She gave birth to their first child six months later. Although Shakespeare spent most of his time in London, where there were theatres and audiences for his plays, he and Anne Hathaway remained married until his death in 1616.


Shakespeare started his career as an actor, so he developed an understanding of how plays work on stage. His plays are known for their stagecraft – for example, their handling of suspense – and for appealing to audiences from all social classes.
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NOW TRY THIS


In pairs, discuss and list the ingredients that you think might make a play popular in Shakespeare’s time, with an audience ranging from rich to poor. Then discuss how far these ingredients would work for modern audiences.
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Shakespeare’s world


Shakespeare’s world was in many ways different from ours. For a start there was no electricity, so people relied on candles to light their way to bed, as illustrated in the line ‘Out, out, brief candle’ in Macbeth. For social occasions, large rooms would be lit by torches burning on the walls. This explains why, when Romeo first sees Juliet, he says, ‘She doth teach the torches to burn bright’.


Travel was also very different in Shakespeare’s time. There were far fewer roads, and they were mostly just muddy tracks. People travelled on foot, on horseback or by cart. So, in A Midsummer Night’s Dream when Lysander plans for himself and Hermia to flee to his aunt’s house, about twenty miles from Athens, this seems ‘remote’ and is beyond the reach of Athenian law.


Any international travel from England was done by ship, and shipwrecks were common. Shakespeare draws on this in Romeo and Juliet when Juliet’s father tries to stop her crying and he compares her to a ship that is in danger of being wrecked on a sea of tears.


Life was also dangerous in another important way. Medical knowledge was slight, and people frequently died of disease, especially bubonic plague, commonly referred to as the Black Death. In Romeo and Juliet, when the dying Mercutio curses both the Capulets and the Montagues, he cries, ‘A plague o’ both your houses!’


Another significant difference between Shakespeare’s world and ours is the language. Not only did they use a lot of words that we don’t use today, but they also spoke about certain things in a different manner. So, in Macbeth, Lady Macbeth is considered ‘mad’ or ‘insane’, while today we would say she had a mental health condition.
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NOW TRY THIS


What would you find difficult about life in Shakespeare’s London if you were transported there in a time-travel machine? What would you be interested to find out more about?
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The role of women


Although at the start of Shakespeare’s career Queen Elizabeth I ruled England, other women had little or no power: it was a man’s world. A woman was expected to obey her father until she married, when she was expected to obey her husband instead.


In Romeo and Juliet, Capulet expects his daughter Juliet to be grateful when he chooses a husband for her. Similarly, Egeus in A Midsummer Night’s Dream expects Hermia to marry Demetrius at his command. Women were also not allowed to have a professional career. For an intelligent and ambitious woman like Lady Macbeth, the only opportunity to exercise power was to influence her husband.


These limitations also extended to the theatre. Women could not be actors so female parts had to be played by young teenage boys in female dress and make-up.







The social order


There was a strong belief in the need for everyone to have a place on the social ladder. At the top was the king or queen, thought to be appointed by God, and ruling by ‘Divine Right’. Below the monarch came titled nobles, followed by the lesser nobility. All Shakespeare’s main characters are nobles: they are ‘ladies’ and ‘gentlemen’.


Non-nobles – ‘commoners’ – were not considered interesting enough to have major dramatic roles. The most significant commoner characters in a Shakespeare play are probably the ‘mechanicals’ in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, and they exist largely to be laughed at for being simple, uneducated and stupid.








Beliefs


In Shakespeare’s time almost everyone believed in God, and you could be fined for not going to church on Sunday. It was also risky to be a practising Catholic instead of a Protestant.


There was a wide spread belief in ghosts (as in Banquo’s ghost in Macbeth, or Juliet imagining Tybalt’s ghost). Many people, especially country people like in Shakespeare’s native Warwickshire, also believed in spirits and fairies like those in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. They were associated with nature and wild places, like the wood in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, and they were feared or respected – unlike fairies in Walt Disney cartoons!


More dangerously, there was a general belief in the evil power of witchcraft. King James I, who ruled England by the time Shakespeare wrote Macbeth, even wrote a book about it, called Daemonologie. The last so-called witches in England were hanged in 1712, almost a hundred years after Shakespeare died. Those accused of witchcraft were usually elderly women (like the ‘Weird Sisters’ in Macbeth) living on their own. Some were burned alive.
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NOW TRY THIS




	
1  Write a paragraph summarising the main ways in which life has changed since Shakespeare’s time.


	
2  What things have remained the same in human life that mean that Shakespeare’s plays are still relevant to modern audiences and readers?
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The plays




Genres


Shakespeare wrote three types of play: histories (that tell the story of a particular king, like Richard III), comedies (like A Midsummer Night’s Dream) and tragedies. Plays were advertised as being of a type. So, when an audience came to see The Most Excellent and Lamentable Tragedy of Romeo and Juliet, they would not expect a happy ending.





Comedies


Comedies were usually funny, but not always the whole way through. For example, A Midsummer Night’s Dream has serious issues as well as humour. Comedies also have other important characteristics:




	
•  Confusions, as in the lovers in A Midsummer Night’s Dream being made to fall in love with different people, and Titania being tricked into the humiliation of falling in love with Bottom, who has been given a donkey’s head.


	
•  Love, as in the pairs of lovers in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, the love between Oberon and Titania, and the comic portrayal of love in the mechanicals’ play.


	
•  Conflict between the generations over love, with love eventually triumphing and the youngsters getting their way.


	
•  Happy endings, with confusions sorted out and the promise of marriages.










Tragedies


Tragedies also have particular characteristics:




	
•  They usually focus on a tragic hero, like Macbeth. Romeo and Juliet has both a hero and a heroine.


	
•  The heroes are nobles, and they are essentially noble, virtuous characters, even if they do bad things that cause their downfall.


	
•  The tragic hero dies in the end as a result of fate combined with a character flaw – such as Macbeth’s ambition.


	
•  There is usually at least a moment of ‘comic relief’. In Macbeth, there is the hungover porter at the castle gate. In Romeo and Juliet, comedy is provided by the Nurse.
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A Midsummer Night’s Dream


This play has two plots: one in the human world, featuring two pairs of lovers and a strict father who has chosen his daughter’s husband for her; and one in the fairy world, in which King Oberon and Queen Titania have fallen out over a boy who each wants as their servant.


In the ‘fairy’ plot, Queen Titania is made to fall in love with Bottom, thanks to the magic of the sprite Puck, who also mistakenly makes Lysander love Hermia rather than Helena and makes Demetrius love Helena instead of Hermia. Helena loves Demetrius, but is made to think both men are mocking her. This plot also involves the ‘mechanicals’ – labourers who want to perform a play for King Theseus.


True to the comic genre, both plots end happily. Oberon and Titania make peace, the mechanicals perform their play, and the human lovers are all set to get married – Lysander to Hermia, and Demetrius to Helena.


The play is set in and around Athens, which to a London audience would seem far-away and exotic. This would make it easier to believe in fantastic and magical things happening there.
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NOW TRY THIS


From memory, write down what features make A Midsummer Night’s Dream typical of a Shakespeare comedy. Then re-read this section to see if you have missed anything.
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Romeo and Juliet


This is the classic story of ill-fated love. Romeo and Juliet come from feuding families; Romeo is a Montague and Juliet is a Capulet. They fall in love, and because their feuding families would disapprove, they marry in secret. Meanwhile, Juliet’s father is planning to marry her to a wealthy young noble, Paris. Her cousin Tybalt wants to challenge Romeo for gate-crashing the Capulet party, but because Romeo is now related by marriage to Tybalt, he refuses to fight. Mercutio thinks this is dishonourable so he fights Tybalt instead and is killed.


Romeo now feels he must avenge his friend Mercutio. He fights and kills Tybalt. This moment of angry revenge is Romeo’s ‘tragic flaw’ – the mistake that combines with fate to cause his downfall. He is banished from Verona, and only has time for one night with Juliet. Juliet takes a potion to make her appear dead while in a heavy sleep. Unfortunately, due to an outbreak of the plague, the message that she is not really dead fails to reach Romeo so he goes to her tomb and kills Paris, then himself. When Juliet wakes and finds him dead, she kills herself too.
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NOW TRY THIS


Just from reading this storyline, how far do you think Romeo is to blame for his troubles? Make two lists – one to show how he is to blame and one to show how he is innocent.
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Macbeth


Loosely based on Scottish history, this play’s tragic hero is Macbeth. He is told by the Weird Sisters (witches) that he will become king. Both he and his wife Lady Macbeth think that he needs to murder King Duncan in order for this to happen. He briefly changes his mind, but Lady Macbeth calls him a coward and persuades him once again to commit the murder.


After killing Duncan, Macbeth feels guilty and insecure, so he has Banquo murdered and is later visited by Banquo’s ghost. He goes on to murder the family of another lord, Macduff, whom he correctly suspects is plotting against him with the English.


Macduff returns with Duncan’s son Malcolm and an English army to fight Macbeth. While Macbeth prepares for battle, he hears that his wife, mad with guilt, has died, probably by her own hand.


Despite his evil deeds, Macbeth remains a tragic hero because he realises his mistakes, takes responsibility for them, and bravely chooses to fight to the bitter end, even knowing he will probably be defeated and die. We can also see him as a victim of the Weird Sisters.
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NOW TRY THIS


Can you think of any TV or film heroes today who make serious mistakes, yet remain heroes? How do they compare with Macbeth?
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Reading Shakespeare


Shakespeare’s plays are mostly in blank verse. Blank verse is unrhymed and in a type of metre (rhythmic pattern) called iambic pentameter. In this metre, there are normally five (pent-) pairs of syllables, in a pattern of unstressed and stressed, as shown below:


I do protest I never injured thee


This is close to the pattern of natural speech in English.


Characters who are commoners, like the mechanicals in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, do not speak in verse. Nor does a character who has a mental health condition, like Lady Macbeth before her suicide. Verse would seem too orderly for either an uneducated or a disordered mind.


Shakespeare varies the blank verse to achieve effects in meaning. For example:


Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow


The extra syllable (speak it aloud and count them), and the natural emphasis of the words when spoken, makes the line drag, like time wearily dragging on.


Read Shakespeare according to the punctuation: do not just stop at the end of each line. Also, do not worry if you do not understand every word; try to get the mood and the general meaning. In this anthology, each extract has a glossary for difficult words and phrases. Check this, then re-read the extract to appreciate it more fully. Additional literary terms can be found in the list of key terms at the back of the book.






[image: ]


NOW TRY THIS


In groups, choose a verse section from a play and practise reading it aloud in parts, being careful to read to the punctuation, not just the end of each line.
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Wider reading suggestions


If you want to read more Shakespeare you could start with The Tempest, a story with magic, humour, a teenage girl with an over-protective dad, and a ‘monster’ who thinks that he’s been badly treated.


To read shorter versions of Shakespeare, and to learn more about the world of Shakespeare, here are some other books you could try:




	
•  The Shakespeare Stories Collection by Andrew Matthews and Tony Ross


	
•  The Globe Shorter Shakespeare series


	
•  Shakespeare: The World as a Stage by Bill Bryson


	
•  The OMG Shakespeare series


	
•  Shakespeare Without the Boring Bits by Humphrey Carpenter


















Section 1: A Midsummer Night’s Dream








1 Hermia’s choice
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[image: ] A nun in her ‘livery’
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES




	
•  To explain why the writer has made certain language choices (such as imperative verbs, emotive language and imagery)


	
•  To explain how plot is set in motion in a dramatic narrative


	
•  To see how texts fit into their cultural and historical settings
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CONTEXT


The extract is from Act 1, scene 1. Hermia is a young Athenian woman who is in love with a young man called Lysander and wants to marry him. However, her father Egeus wants her to marry Demetrius. In Shakespeare’s time, unmarried women were expected to obey their fathers. The Duke of Athens, Theseus, supports Egeus’ right, as a father, to make Hermia marry the man of his choice. Theseus tells Hermia she must obey her father or become a nun.
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HERMIA


I do entreat your grace to pardon me.


I know not by what power I am made bold,


Nor how it may concern my modesty,


In such a presence here to plead my thoughts;


But I beseech your grace that I may know


The worst that may befall me in this case,


If I refuse to wed Demetrius.


THESEUS


Either to die the death or to abjure


For ever the society of men.


Therefore, fair Hermia, question your desires;


Know of your youth, examine well your blood,


Whether, if you yield not to your father’s choice,


You can endure the livery of a nun,


For aye to be in shady cloister mewed,


To live a barren sister all your life,


Chanting faint hymns to the cold fruitless moon.


Thrice-blessed they that master so their blood,


To undergo such maiden pilgrimage;


But earthlier happy is the rose distilled,


Than that which withering on the virgin thorn


Grows, lives and dies in single blessedness.


HERMIA


So will I grow, so live, so die, my lord,


Ere I will yield my virgin patent up


Unto his lordship, whose unwished yoke


My soul consents not to give sovereignty.


THESEUS


Take time to pause; and, by the next new moon –


The sealing-day betwixt my love and me,


For everlasting bond of fellowship –


Upon that day either prepare to die


For disobedience to your father’s will,


Or else to wed Demetrius, as he would;


Or on Diana’s altar to protest


For aye austerity and single life.


DEMETRIUS


Relent, sweet Hermia: and, Lysander, yield


Thy crazed title to my certain right.


LYSANDER


You have her father’s love, Demetrius;


Let me have Hermia’s: do you marry him.


EGEUS


Scornful Lysander! True, he hath my love,


And what is mine my love shall render him.


And she is mine, and all my right of her


I do estate unto Demetrius.
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Hermia speaks respectfully, using Theseus’ title (‘your grace’), and begs (entreats) his pardon.
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What power do you think it is?
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She meekly begs to know how she will be punished if she will not marry Demetrius.
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What do Theseus’ three commands here tell you about his character and his power as a duke?
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Theseus’ metaphor pictures Hermia as a rose that can be turned into perfume (‘distilled’) or wither. He means she will be happier as a married woman than remaining single as a nun.
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She feels her ‘soul’ refuses to bow to the rule (‘sovereignty’) of Demetrius, as her husband.
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The metaphor of ‘sealing’ views marriage as a letter being sealed.


[image: ]












[image: ]


Diana was goddess of virginity. By becoming a nun, Hermia will sacrifice herself.
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Lysander lightens the mood. What does he jokingly suggest?
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What repeated word here shows how possessive Egeus is about Hermia?
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GLOSSARY


entreat: beg


concern: fit, suit


abjure: give up


society of men: human company


livery: uniform


cloister mewed: cooped up in a nunnery


virgin patent: entitlement to virginity


for aye austerity: forever a severely restricted life


estate: give
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SKILLS FOCUS




	
[image: ]  To look at how Shakespeare uses language to reveal characters and their attitudes


	
[image: ]  To make comparisons between characters
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[image: ] ‘if you yield not to your father’s choice / You can endure the livery of a nun’
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LOOK CLOSER




	
1  Read Hermia’s opening speech. What does it show about her character? Think about:



	
•  her attitude to authority


	
•  what she is doing, and what it shows


	
•  what she needs to know.








	
2  Read Theseus’ speeches. What do they show about his power and character? Consider:



	
•  what he threatens


	
•  his efforts to persuade Hermia


	
•  the choices he gives her.








	
3  What does Theseus say to try to persuade Hermia? Copy and complete the table to help you find evidence.











	What Theseus says

	Quotation

	Effect – this makes Hermia feel …










	His rose metaphor

	 

	 






	How he presents being a nun

	 

	 






	The third option he offers (in addition to marriage or becoming a nun)

	 

	 













	
4  Compare the characters of Egeus and Lysander, based on these short speeches. Choose:







	



	
•  Who is strict and unbending?





	Egeus [image: ]


	Lysander [image: ]







	



	
•  Who shows a sense of humour?





	Egeus [image: ]


	Lysander [image: ]







	



	
•  Who loves Hermia more?





	Egeus [image: ]


	Lysander [image: ]
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NOW TRY THIS




	
1  Write first-person narrative paragraphs for Hermia and Egeus, in modern-day English, saying exactly what they want to achieve in this scene. For example, Egeus could begin: ‘As a father, it is my right…’


	
2  Write a short speech that you could make either to Egeus, arguing that he should allow Hermia to marry Lysander, or to Hermia, arguing that she should obey her father.
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FAST FINISHERS


List four possible plot outcomes of the conflict between Egeus and Hermia, then say which one you think might be the most interesting as a narrative, and why. Use the table below to help you.








	 

	Plot outcome


	Most interesting and why











	1


	 

	 






	2


	 

	 






	3
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3  In groups of five, role-play the characters, taking it in turns to give their point of view on the problem under discussion.
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PRACTICE QUESTION


Choose four statements below which are true.








	



	
•  Copy out the ones that you think are true.










	



	
•  Choose a maximum of four true statements.





	[4 marks]







	



	
A  Hermia is disrespectful by Elizabethan standards.
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B  Theseus does not mind what Hermia decides.
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C  Egeus insists on his rights.
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D  Lysander has a sense of humour.
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E  Theseus is very angry.
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F  Hermia wants to become a nun.
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G  Demetrius thinks Lysander should give way to him.
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H  Love makes Hermia brave.
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2 Young lovers – Lysander and Hermia
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[image: ] Hermia and Lysander
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES




	
•  To explain how characters are revealed


	
•  To explore characters’ attitudes


	
•  To see how texts fit into their cultural and historical settings
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CONTEXT


This extract is from Act 1, scene 1. Hermia and Lysander are young Athenians who are in love and want to get married. Hermia’s father Egeus does not approve, and by Athenian law has the right to prevent the marriage. Lysander is suggesting that they should elope together – run away where they can get married without Hermia’s father or anyone else in Athens preventing it.


[image: ]












[image: ]


LYSANDER


How now, my love! Why is your cheek so pale?


How chance the roses there do fade so fast?


HERMIA


Belike for want of rain, which I could well


Beteem them from the tempest of my eyes.


LYSANDER


Ay me! For aught that I could ever read,


Could ever hear by tale or history,


The course of true love never did run smooth;


But, either it was different in blood –


HERMIA


O cross! Too high to be enthralled to low.


LYSANDER


Or else misgraffed in respect of years –


HERMIA


O spite! Too old to be engaged to young.


LYSANDER


Or else it stood upon the choice of friends –


HERMIA


O hell! To choose love by another’s eyes.


LYSANDER


Or, if there were a sympathy in choice,


War, death, or sickness did lay siege to it,


Making it momentany as a sound,


Swift as a shadow, short as any dream;


Brief as the lightning in the collied night,


That, in a spleen, unfolds both heaven and earth,


And ere a man hath power to say ‘Behold!’


The jaws of darkness do devour it up:


So quick bright things come to confusion.


HERMIA


If then true lovers have been ever crossed,


It stands as an edict in destiny:


Then let us teach our trial patience,


Because it is a customary cross,


As due to love as thoughts and dreams and sighs,


Wishes and tears, poor fancy’s followers.


LYSANDER


A good persuasion: therefore, hear me, Hermia.


I have a widow aunt, a dowager


Of great revenue, and she hath no child:


From Athens is her house remote seven leagues;


And she respects me as her only son.


There, gentle Hermia, may I marry thee;


And to that place the sharp Athenian law


Cannot pursue us.
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Rosy cheeks were supposed to be a sign of health and happiness.
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She has been crying a storm of tears.
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The lovers (in stories) were from different social classes, and therefore considered ill-matched.
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Or else a match was decided by other people.
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What things is he saying could also ruin love, even if the lovers were sympathetic to each other?
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Love is often as short-lived as lightning.
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She means that lovers face obstacles as often as they experience tears. How true do you think this is?
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