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There’s matter in these sighs, these profound heaves. You must translate.
’Tis fit we understand them.


(Hamlet, IV.i.)








FEAR NOT.




Have you ever found yourself looking at a Shakespeare play, then down at the footnotes, then back up at the play, and still not understanding? You know what the individual words mean, but they don’t add up. SparkNotes’ No Fear Shakespeare will help you break through all that. Put the pieces together with our easy-to-read translations. Soon you’ll be reading Shakespeare’s own words fearlessly—and actually enjoying it.


No Fear Shakespeare puts Shakespeare’s language side-by-side with a facing-page translation into modern English—the kind of English people actually speak today. When Shakespeare’s words make your head spin, our translation will help you sort out what’s happening, who’s saying what, and why.
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1


CONTEXT


THE MOST INFLUENTIAL WRITER in all of English literature, William Shakespeare was born in 1564 to a successful middle-class glove-maker in Stratford-upon-Avon, England. Shakespeare attended grammar school, but his formal education proceeded no further. In 1582 he married an older woman, Anne Hathaway, and had three children with her. Around 1590 he left his family behind and traveled to London to work as an actor and playwright. Public and critical success quickly followed, and Shakespeare eventually became the most popular playwright in England and part-owner of the Globe Theater. His career bridged the reigns of Elizabeth I (ruled 1558–1603) and James I (ruled 1603–1625), and he was a favorite of both monarchs. Indeed, James granted Shakespeare’s company the greatest possible compliment by bestowing upon its members the title of King’s Men. Wealthy and renowned, Shakespeare retired to Stratford and died in 1616 at the age of fifty-two. At the time of Shakespeare’s death, literary luminaries such as Ben Jonson hailed his works as timeless.


Shakespeare’s works were collected and printed in various editions in the century following his death, and by the early eighteenth century his reputation as the greatest poet ever to write in English was well established. The unprecedented admiration garnered by his works led to a fierce curiosity about Shakespeare’s life, but the dearth of biographical information has left many details of Shakespeare’s personal history shrouded in mystery. Some people have concluded from this fact that Shakespeare’s plays were really written by someone else—Francis Bacon and the Earl of Oxford are the two most popular candidates—but the support for this claim is overwhelmingly circumstantial, and the theory is not taken seriously by many scholars.


In the absence of credible evidence to the contrary, Shakespeare must be viewed as the author of the thirty-seven plays and 154 sonnets that bear his name. The legacy of this body of work is immense. A number of Shakespeare’s plays seem to have transcended even the category of brilliance, becoming so influential as to profoundly affect the course of Western literature and culture ever after. Shakespeare did not invent the story of Romeo and Juliet. He did not, in fact, even introduce the story into the English language. A poet named Arthur Brooks first brought the story of Romeus and Juliet to an English-speaking audience in a long and plodding poem that was itself not original, but rather an adaptation of adaptations that stretched across nearly a hundred years and two languages. Many of the details of Shakespeare’s plot are lifted directly from Brooks’ poem, including the meeting of Romeo and Juliet at the ball, their secret marriage, Romeo’s fight with Tybalt, the sleeping potion, and the timing of the lovers’ eventual suicides. Such appropriation of other stories is characteristic of Shakespeare, who often wrote plays based on earlier works. Shakespeare’s use of existing material as fodder for his plays should not, however, be taken as a lack of originality. Instead, readers should note how Shakespeare crafts his sources in new ways while displaying a remarkable understanding of the literary tradition in which he is working. Shakespeare’s version of Romeo and Juliet is no exception. The play distinguishes itself from its predecessors in several important aspects: the subtlety and originality of its characterization (Shakespeare almost wholly created Mercutio); the intense pace of its action, which is compressed from nine months into four frenetic days; a powerful enrichment of the story’s thematic aspects; and, above all, an extraordinary use of language.


Shakespeare’s play not only bears a resemblance to the works on which it is based, it is also quite similar in plot, theme, and dramatic ending to the story of Pyramus and Thisbe, told by the great Roman poet Ovid in his Metamorphoses. Shakespeare was well aware of this similarity; he includes a reference to Thisbe in Romeo and Juliet. Shakespeare also includes scenes from the story of Pyramus and Thisbe in the comically awful play-within-a-play put on by Bottom and his friends in A Midsummer Night’s Dream—a play Shakespeare wrote around the same time he was composing Romeo and Juliet. Indeed, one can look at the play-within-a-play in A Midsummer Night’s Dream as parodying the very story that Shakespeare seeks to tell in Romeo and Juliet. Shakespeare wrote Romeo and Juliet in full knowledge that the story he was telling was old, clichéd, and an easy target for parody. In writing Romeo and Juliet, Shakespeare, then, implicitly set himself the task of telling a love story despite the considerable forces he knew were stacked against its success. Through the incomparable intensity of his language Shakespeare succeeded in this effort, writing a play that is universally accepted in Western culture as the preeminent, archetypal love story.
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PLOT OVERVIEW


IN THE STREETS OF VERONA another brawl breaks out between the servants of the feuding noble families of Capulet and Montague. Benvolio, a Montague, tries to stop the fighting, but is himself embroiled when the rash Capulet, Tybalt, arrives on the scene. After citizens outraged by the constant violence beat back the warring factions, Prince Escalus, the ruler of Verona, attempts to prevent any further conflicts between the families by decreeing death for any individual who disturbs the peace in the future.


Romeo, the son of Montague, runs into his cousin Benvolio, who had earlier seen Romeo moping in a grove of sycamores. After some prodding by Benvolio, Romeo confides that he is in love with Rosaline, a woman who does not return his affections. Benvolio counsels him to forget this woman and find another, more beautiful one but Romeo remains despondent.


Meanwhile, Paris, a kinsman of the Prince, seeks Juliet’s hand in marriage. Her father Capulet, though happy at the match, asks Paris to wait two years, since Juliet is not even fourteen yet. Capulet dispatches a servant with a list of people to invite to a masquerade and feast he traditionally holds. He invites Paris to the feast, hoping that Paris will begin to win Juliet’s heart.


Romeo and Benvolio, still discussing Rosaline, encounter the Capulet servant bearing the list of invitations. Benvolio suggests they attend, since that will allow Romeo to compare his be-loved to other beautiful women in Verona. Romeo agrees to go with Benvolio to the feast, but only because Rosaline, whose name he reads on the list, will be there.


In Capulet’s household, young Juliet talks with her mother, Lady Capulet, and her nurse about the possibility of marrying Paris. Juliet has not yet considered marriage, but agrees to look at Paris during the feast to see if she thinks she could fall in love with him.


The feast begins. A melancholy Romeo follows Benvolio and their witty friend Mercutio to Capulet’s house. Once inside, Romeo sees Juliet from a distance and instantly falls in love with her; he forgets about Rosaline completely. As Romeo watches Juliet, entranced, a young Capulet, Tybalt, recognizes him, and is enraged that a Montague would sneak into a Capulet feast. He prepares to attack, but Capulet holds him back. Soon, Romeo speaks to Juliet, and the two experience a profound attraction. They share a kiss without even knowing each other’s names. When he finds out from Juliet’s nurse that she is the daughter of Capulet—his family’s enemy—he becomes distraught. When Juliet learns that the young man she has just kissed is the son of Montague, she grows equally upset.


As Mercutio and Benvolio leave the Capulet estate, Romeo leaps over the orchard wall into the garden, unable to leave Juliet behind. From his hiding place, he sees Juliet in a window above the orchard and hears her speak his name. He calls out to her, and they exchange vows of love.


Romeo hurries to see his friend and confessor Friar Lawrence, who, though shocked at the sudden turn of Romeo’s heart, agrees to marry the young lovers in secret since he sees in their love the possibility of ending the age-old feud between Capulet and Montague. The following day, Romeo and Juliet meet at Friar Lawrence’s cell and are married. The Nurse, who is privy to the secret, procures a ladder, which Romeo will use to climb into Juliet’s window for their wedding night.


The next day, Benvolio and Mercutio encounter Tybalt—Juliet’s cousin—who, still enraged that Romeo attended Capulet’s feast, has challenged Romeo to a duel. Romeo appears. Now Tybalt’s kinsman by marriage, Romeo begs the Capulet to hold off the duel until he understands why Romeo does not want to fight. Disgusted with this plea for peace, Mercutio says that he will fight Tybalt himself. The two begin to duel. Romeo tries to stop them by leaping between the combatants. Tybalt stabs Mercutio under Romeo’s arm, and Mercutio dies. Romeo, in a rage, kills Tybalt. He then flees from the scene. Soon after, the Prince declares him forever banished from Verona for his crime. Friar Lawrence arranges for Romeo to spend his wedding night with Juliet before he has to leave for Mantua the following morning.


In her room, Juliet awaits the arrival of her new husband. The Nurse enters, and, after some confusion, tells Juliet that Romeo has killed Tybalt. Distraught, Juliet suddenly finds herself married to a man who has killed her kinsman. But she resettles herself, and realizes that her duty belongs with her love: to Romeo.


Romeo sneaks into Juliet’s room that night, and at last they consummate their marriage and their love. Morning comes, and the lovers bid farewell, unsure when they will see each other again. Juliet learns that her father, affected by the recent events, now intends for her to marry Paris in just three days. Unsure of how to proceed—unable to reveal to her parents that she is married to Romeo, but unwilling to marry Paris now that she is Romeo’s wife—Juliet asks her Nurse for advice. She counsels Juliet to proceed as if Romeo were dead and to marry Paris, who is a better match anyway. Disgusted with the Nurse’s disloyalty, Juliet disregards her advice and hurries to Friar Lawrence. He concocts a plan to reunite Juliet with Romeo in Mantua. The night before her wedding to Paris, Juliet must drink a potion that will make her appear to be dead. After she is laid to rest in the family’s crypt, the Friar and Romeo will secretly retrieve her, and she will be free to live with Romeo, away from their parents’ feuding.


Juliet returns home to discover the wedding has been moved ahead one day, and she is to be married tomorrow. That night, Juliet drinks the potion, and the Nurse discovers her, apparently dead, the next morning. The Capulets grieve, and Juliet is entombed according to plan. But Friar Lawrence’s message explaining the plan to Romeo never reaches Mantua. Its bearer, Friar John, gets confined to a quarantined house. Romeo hears only that Juliet is dead.


Romeo learns only of Juliet’s death and decides to kill himself rather than live without her. He buys a vial of poison from a reluctant Apothecary, then speeds back to Verona to take his own life at Juliet’s tomb. Outside the Capulet crypt, Romeo comes upon Paris, who is scattering flowers on Juliet’s grave. They fight, and Romeo kills Paris. He enters the tomb, sees Juliet’s inanimate body, drinks the poison, and dies by her side. Just then, Friar Lawrence enters and realizes that Romeo has killed Paris and himself. At the same time, Juliet awakes. Friar Lawrence hears the coming of the watch. When Juliet refuses to leave with him, he flees alone. Juliet sees her beloved Romeo and realizes he has killed himself with poison. She kisses his poisoned lips, and when that does not kill her, buries his dagger in her chest, falling dead upon his body.


The watch arrives, followed closely by the Prince, the Capulets, and Montague. Montague declares that Lady Montague has died of grief over Romeo’s exile. Seeing their children’s bodies, Capulet and Montague agree to end their long-standing feud and to raise gold statues of their children side-by-side in a newly peaceful Verona.
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IN-DEPTH REVIEW OF CHARACTERS


ROMEO


The son and heir of Montague and Lady Montague. A young man of about sixteen, Romeo is handsome, intelligent, and sensitive. Though impulsive and immature, his idealism and passion make him an extremely likable character. He lives in the middle of a violent feud between his family and the Capulets, but he is not at all interested in violence. His only interest is love. At the beginning of the play he is madly in love with a woman named Rosaline, but the instant he lays eyes on Juliet, he falls in love with her and forgets Rosaline. Thus, Shakespeare gives us every reason to question how real Romeo’s new love is, but Romeo goes to extremes to prove the seriousness of his feelings. He secretly marries Juliet, the daughter of his father’s worst enemy; he happily takes abuse from Tybalt; and he would rather die than live without his beloved. Romeo is also an affectionate and devoted friend to his cousin Benvolio, Mercutio, and Friar Lawrence.


JULIET


The daughter of Capulet and Lady Capulet. A beautiful thirteen-year-old girl, Juliet begins the play as a naïve child who has thought little about love and marriage, but she grows up quickly upon falling in love with Romeo, the son of her family’s great enemy. Because she is a girl in an aristocratic family, she has none of the freedom Romeo has to roam around the city, climb over walls in the middle of the night, or get into swordfights. Nevertheless, she shows amazing courage in trusting her entire life and future to Romeo, even refusing to believe the worst reports about him after he gets involved in a fight with her cousin. Juliet’s closest friend and confidant is her Nurse, though she’s willing to shut the Nurse out of her life the moment the Nurse turns against Romeo.


FRIAR LAWRENCE


A Franciscan friar, friend to both Romeo and Juliet. Kind, civic-minded, a proponent of moderation, and always ready with a plan, Friar Lawrence secretly marries the impassioned lovers in hopes that the union might eventually bring peace to Verona. As well as being a Catholic holy man, Friar Lawrence is also an expert in the use of seemingly mystical potions and herbs.


MERCUTIO


A kinsman to the Prince, and Romeo’s close friend. One of the most extraordinary characters in all of Shakespeare’s plays, Mercutio overflows with imagination, wit, and, at times, a strange, biting satire and brooding fervor. Mercutio loves wordplay, especially sexual double entendres. He can be quite hotheaded, and hates people who are affected, pretentious, or obsessed with the latest fashions. He finds Romeo’s romanticized ideas about love tiresome, and tries to convince Romeo to view love as a simple matter of sexual appetite.


THE NURSE


Juliet’s nurse, the woman who breast-fed Juliet when she was a baby and has cared for Juliet her entire life. A vulgar, long-winded, and sentimental character, the Nurse provides comic relief with her frequently inappropriate remarks and speeches. But, until a disagreement near the play’s end, the Nurse is Juliet’s faithful confidante and loyal intermediary in Juliet’s affair with Romeo. She provides a contrast with Juliet, given that her view of love is earthy and sexual, whereas Juliet’s is idealistic and intense. The Nurse believes in love and wants Juliet to have a good-looking husband, but the idea that Juliet would want to sacrifice herself for love is incomprehensible to her.


TYBALT


A Capulet, Juliet’s cousin on her mother’s side. Vain, fashionable, supremely aware of courtesy and the lack of it, he becomes aggressive, violent, and quick to draw his sword when he feels his pride has been injured. Once drawn, his sword is something to be feared. He loathes Montagues.


CAPULET


The patriarch of the Capulet family, father of Juliet, husband of Lady Capulet, and enemy, for unexplained reasons, of Montague. He truly loves his daughter, though he is not well acquainted with Juliet’s thoughts or feelings, and seems to think that what is best for her is a “good” match with Paris. Often prudent, he commands respect and propriety, but he is liable to fly into a rage when either is lacking.


LADY CAPULET


Juliet’s mother, Capulet’s wife. A woman who herself married young (by her own estimation she gave birth to Juliet at close to the age of fourteen), she is eager to see her daughter marry Paris. She is an ineffectual mother, relying on the Nurse for moral and pragmatic support.


MONTAGUE


Romeo’s father, the patriarch of the Montague clan and bitter enemy of Capulet. At the beginning of the play, he is chiefly concerned about Romeo’s melancholy.


LADY MONTAGUE


Romeo’s mother, Montague’s wife. She dies of grief after Romeo is exiled from Verona.


PARIS


A kinsman of the Prince, and the suitor of Juliet most preferred by Capulet. Once Capulet has promised him he can marry Juliet, he behaves very presumptuously toward her, acting as if they are already married.


BENVOLIO


Montague’s nephew, Romeo’s cousin and thoughtful friend, he makes a genuine effort to defuse violent scenes in public places, though Mercutio accuses him of having a nasty temper in private. He spends most of the play trying to help Romeo get his mind off Rosaline, even after Romeo has fallen in love with Juliet.


PRINCE ESCALUS


The Prince of Verona. A kinsman of Mercutio and Paris. As the seat of political power in Verona, he is concerned about maintaining the public peace at all costs.


FRIAR JOHN


A Franciscan friar charged by Friar Lawrence with taking the news of Juliet’s false death to Romeo in Mantua. Friar John is held up in a quarantined house, and the message never reaches Romeo.


BALTHASAR


Romeo’s dedicated servant, who brings Romeo the news of Juliet’s death, unaware that her death is a ruse.


SAMPSON & GREGORY


Two servants of the house of Capulet, who, like their master, hate the Montagues. At the outset of the play, they successfully provoke some Montague men into a fight.


ABRAM


Montague’s servant, who fights with Sampson and Gregory in the first scene of the play.


THE APOTHECARY


An apothecary in Mantua. Had he been wealthier, he might have been able to afford to value his morals more than money, and refused to sell poison to Romeo.


PETER


A Capulet servant who invites guests to Capulet’s feast and escorts the Nurse to meet with Romeo. He is illiterate, and a bad singer.


ROSALINE


The woman with whom Romeo is infatuated at the beginning of the play. Rosaline never appears onstage, but it is said by other characters that she is very beautiful and has sworn to live a life of chastity.


THE CHORUS


The Chorus is a single character who, as developed in Greek drama, functions as a narrator offering commentary on the play’s plot and themes.
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ANALYSIS OF MAJOR CHARACTERS


ROMEO


The name Romeo, in popular culture, has become nearly synonymous with “lover.” Romeo, in Romeo and Juliet, does indeed experience a love of such purity and passion that he kills himself when he believes that the object of his love, Juliet, has died. The power of Romeo’s love, however, often obscures a clear vision of Romeo’s character, which is far more complex.


Even Romeo’s relation to love is not so simple. At the beginning of the play, Romeo pines for Rosaline, proclaiming her the paragon of women and despairing at her indifference toward him. Taken together, Romeo’s Rosaline-induced histrionics seem rather juvenile. Romeo is a great reader of love poetry, and the portrayal of his love for Rosaline suggests he is trying to re-create the feelings that he has read about. After their first kiss, Juliet tells him “You kiss by th’ book,” meaning that he kisses according to the rules, and implying that while proficient, his kissing lacks originality (I.v.). In reference to Rosaline, it seems, Romeo loves by the book. Rosaline, of course, slips from Romeo’s mind at first sight of Juliet. But Juliet is no mere replacement. The love she shares with Romeo is far deeper, more authentic and unique than the clichéd puppy love Romeo felt for Rosaline. Romeo’s love matures over the course of the play from the shallow desire to be in love to a profound and intense passion. One must ascribe Romeo’s development at least in part to Juliet. Her level-headed observations, such as the one about Romeo’s kissing, seem just the thing to snap Romeo from his superficial idea of love and to inspire him to begin to speak some of the most beautiful and intense love poetry ever written.


Yet Romeo’s deep capacity for love is merely a part of his larger capacity for intense feeling of all kinds. Put another way, it is possible to describe Romeo as lacking the capacity for moderation. Love compels him to sneak into the garden of his enemy’s daughter, risking death simply to catch a glimpse of her. Anger compels him to kill his wife’s cousin in a reckless duel to avenge the death of his friend.


Despair compels him to suicide upon hearing of Juliet’s death. Such extreme behavior dominates Romeo’s character throughout the play and contributes to the ultimate tragedy that befalls the lovers. Had Romeo restrained himself from killing Tybalt, or waited even one day before killing himself after hearing the news of Juliet’s death, matters might have ended happily. Of course, though, had Romeo not had such depths of feeling, the love he shared with Juliet would never have existed in the first place.


Among his friends, especially while bantering with Mercutio, Romeo shows glimpses of his social persona. He is intelligent, quick-witted, fond of verbal jousting (particularly about sex), loyal, and unafraid of danger.


JULIET


Having not quite reached her fourteenth birthday, Juliet is of an age that stands on the border between immaturity and maturity. At the play’s beginning, however, she seems merely an obedient, sheltered, naïve child. Though many girls her age—including her mother—get married, Juliet has not given the subject any thought. When Lady Capulet mentions Paris’s interest in marrying Juliet, Juliet dutifully responds that she will try to see if she can love him, a response that seems childish in its obedience and in its immature conception of love. Juliet seems to have no friends her own age, and she is not comfortable talking about sex (as seen in her discomfort when the Nurse goes on and on about a sexual joke at Juliet’s expense in Act I, scene iii).


Juliet gives glimpses of her determination, strength, and sober-mindedness in her earliest scenes, and offers a preview of the woman she will become during the four-day span of Romeo and Juliet. While Lady Capulet proves unable to quiet the Nurse, Juliet succeeds with one word (also in Act I, scene iii). In addition, even in Juliet’s dutiful acquiescence to try to love Paris, there is some seed of steely determination. Juliet promises to consider Paris as a possible husband to the precise degree her mother desires. While an outward show of obedience, such a statement can also be read as a refusal through passivity. Juliet will accede to her mother’s wishes, but she will not go out of her way to fall in love with Paris.


Juliet’s first meeting with Romeo propels her full-force toward adulthood. Though profoundly in love with him, Juliet is able to see and criticize Romeo’s rash decisions and his tendency to romanticize things. After Romeo kills Tybalt and is banished, Juliet does not follow him blindly. She makes a logical and heartfelt decision that her loyalty and love for Romeo must be her guiding priorities. Essentially, Juliet cuts herself loose from her prior social moorings—her nurse, her parents, and her social position in Verona—in order to try to reunite with Romeo. When she wakes in the tomb to find Romeo dead, she does not kill herself out of feminine weakness, but rather out of an intensity of love, just as Romeo did. Juliet’s suicide actually requires more nerve than Romeo’s: while he swallows poison, she stabs herself through the heart with a dagger.


Juliet’s development from a wide-eyed girl into a self-assured, loyal, and capable woman is one of Shakespeare’s early triumphs of characterization. It also marks one of his most confident and rounded treatments of a female character.


FRIAR LAWRENCE


Friar Lawrence occupies a strange position in Romeo and Juliet. He is a kindhearted cleric who helps Romeo and Juliet throughout the play. He performs their marriage and gives generally good advice, especially in regard to the need for moderation. He is the sole figure of religion in the play. But Friar Lawrence is also the most scheming and political character in the play: he marries Romeo and Juliet as part of a plan to end the civil strife in Verona; he spirits Romeo into Juliet’s room and then out of Verona; he devises the plan to reunite Romeo and Juliet through the deceptive ruse of a sleeping potion that seems to arise from almost mystic knowledge. This mystical knowledge seems out of place for a Catholic friar; why does he have such knowledge, and what could such knowledge mean? The answers are not clear. In addition, though Friar Lawrence’s plans all seem well conceived and well intentioned, they serve as the main mechanisms through which the fated tragedy of the play occurs. Readers should recognize that the Friar is not only subject to the fate that dominates the play—in many ways he brings that fate about.


MERCUTIO


With lightning-quick wit and a clever mind, Mercutio is a scene stealer and one of the most memorable characters in all of Shakespeare’s works. Though he constantly puns, jokes, and teases—sometimes in fun, sometimes with bitterness—Mercutio is not a mere jester or prankster. With his wild words, Mercutio punctures the romantic sentiments and blind self-love that exist within the play. He mocks Romeo’s self-indulgence just as he ridicules Tybalt’s hauteur and adherence to fashion. The critic Stephen Greenblatt describes Mercutio as a force within the play that functions to deflate the possibility of romantic love and the power of tragic fate. Unlike the other characters who blame their deaths on fate, Mercutio dies cursing all Montagues and Capulets. Mercutio believes that specific people are responsible for his death rather than some external impersonal force.
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*See page 11 for an in-depth review of the characters.


























THE PROLOGUE


ACT ONE


Scene 1


Scene 2


Scene 3


Scene 4


Scene 5


ACT TWO


Scene 1


Scene 2


Scene 3


Scene 4


Scene 5


Scene 6


ACT THREE


Scene 1


Scene 2


Scene 3


Scene 4


Scene 5


ACT FOUR


Scene 1


Scene 2


Scene 3


Scene 4


Scene 5


ACT FIVE


Scene 1


Scene 2


Scene 3

























THE PROLOGUE



Original Text


Enter CHORUS


CHORUS


Two households, both alike in dignity


(In fair Verona, where we lay our scene),


From ancient grudge break to new mutiny,


Where civil blood makes civil hands unclean.


From forth the fatal loins of these two foes


5


A pair of star-crossed lovers take their life,


Whose misadventured piteous overthrows


Doth with their death bury their parents’ strife.


The fearful passage of their death-marked love


And the continuance of their parents’ rage,


10


Which, but their children’s end, naught could remove,


Is now the two hours’ traffic of our stage—


The which, if you with patient ears attend,


What here shall miss, our toil shall strive to mend.


Exit





 



THE PROLOGUE



Modern Text


The CHORUS enters.


CHORUS


In the beautiful city of Verona, where our story takes place, a long-standing hatred between two families erupts into new violence, and citizens stain their hands with the blood of their fellow citizens. Two unlucky children of these enemy families become lovers and commit suicide. Their unfortunate deaths put an end to their parents’ feud. For the next two hours, we will watch the story of their doomed love and their parents’ anger, which nothing but the children’s deaths could stop. If you listen to us patiently, we’ll make up for everything we’ve left out in this prologue onstage.


The CHORUS exits.






















ACT ONE



Scene 1


Original Text


Enter SAMPSON and GREGORY of the house of Capulet, with swords and bucklers


SAMPSON


Gregory, on my word, we’ll not carry coals.


GREGORY


No, for then we should be colliers.


SAMPSON


I mean, an we be in choler, we’ll draw.


GREGORY


Ay, while you live, draw your neck out of collar.


5


SAMPSON


I strike quickly, being moved.


GREGORY


But thou art not quickly moved to strike.


SAMPSON


A dog of the house of Montague moves me.


GREGORY


To move is to stir, and to be valiant is to stand. Therefore if


10


thou art moved thou runn’st away.


SAMPSON


A dog of that house shall move me to stand. I will take the wall of any man or maid of Montague’s.


GREGORY


That shows thee a weak slave, for the weakest goes to the wall.


SAMPSON


’Tis true, and therefore women, being the weaker vessels,


15


are ever thrust to the wall. Therefore I will push Montague’s men from the wall, and thrust his maids to the wall.


GREGORY


The quarrel is between our masters and us their men.


SAMPSON


’Tis all one. I will show myself a tyrant. When I have fought


20


with the men, I will be civil with the maids. I will cut off their heads.


GREGORY


The heads of the maids?


SAMPSON


Ay, the heads of the maids, or their maidenheads. Take it in what sense thou wilt.


GREGORY


25


They must take it in sense that feel it.


SAMPSON


Me they shall feel while I am able to stand, and ’tis known I am a pretty piece of flesh.


GREGORY


’Tis well thou art not fish. If thou hadst, thou hadst been poor-john.


Enter ABRAM and another SERVINGMAN
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Draw thy tool! Here comes of the house of Montagues.


SAMPSON


My naked weapon is out. Quarrel! I will back thee.


GREGORY


How? Turn thy back and run?


SAMPSON


Fear me not.


GREGORY


No, marry. I fear thee.


SAMPSON
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Let us take the law of our sides. Let them begin.


GREGORY


I will frown as I pass by, and let them take it as they list.


SAMPSON


Nay, as they dare. I will bite my thumb at them, which is a disgrace to them, if they bear it. (bites his thumb)


ABRAM


Do you bite your thumb at us, sir?


SAMPSON
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I do bite my thumb, sir.


ABRAM


Do you bite your thumb at us, sir?


SAMPSON


(aside to GREGORY) Is the law of our side if I say “ay”?


GREGORY


(aside to SAMPSON) No.


SAMPSON


No, sir. I do not bite my thumb at you, sir, but I bite my
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thumb, sir.


GREGORY


Do you quarrel, sir?


ABRAM


Quarrel, sir? No, sir.


SAMPSON


But if you do, sir, I am for you. I serve as good a man as you.


ABRAM


No better.


SAMPSON
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Well, sir.


Enter BENVOLIO


GREGORY


(aside to SAMPSON) Say “better.” Here comes one of my master’s kinsmen.


SAMPSON


(to ABRAM) Yes, better, sir.


ABRAM


You lie.


SAMPSON
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Draw, if you be men.—Gregory, remember thy washing blow.


They fight


BENVOLIO


(draws his sword) Part, fools!


Put up your swords. You know not what you do.


Enter TYBALT


TYBALT


What, art thou drawn among these heartless hinds?
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Turn thee, Benvolio. Look upon thy death.


BENVOLIO


I do but keep the peace. Put up thy sword,


Or manage it to part these men with me.


TYBALT


What, drawn, and talk of peace? I hate the word,


As I hate hell, all Montagues, and thee.
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Have at thee, coward!


They fight


Enter three or four CITIZENS, with clubs or partisans


CITIZENS


Clubs, bills, and partisans! Strike! Beat them down!


Down with the Capulets! Down with the Montagues!


Enter old CAPULET in his gown, and his wife, LADY CAPULET


CAPULET


What noise is this? Give me my long sword, ho!


LADY CAPULET


A crutch, a crutch! Why call you for a sword?


Enter old MONTAGUE and his wife, LADY MONTAGUE


CAPULET
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My sword, I say! Old Montague is come,


And flourishes his blade in spite of me.


MONTAGUE


Thou villain Capulet! Hold me not. Let me go.


LADY MONTAGUE


Thou shalt not stir one foot to seek a foe.


Enter PRINCE ESCALUS, with his train


PRINCE


Rebellious subjects, enemies to peace,
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Profaners of this neighbor-stainèd steel!—


Will they not hear?—What, ho! You men, you beasts,


That quench the fire of your pernicious rage


With purple fountains issuing from your veins,


On pain of torture, from those bloody hands
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Throw your mistempered weapons to the ground,


And hear the sentence of your movèd prince.


Three civil brawls, bred of an airy word,


By thee, old Capulet, and Montague,


Have thrice disturbed the quiet of our streets
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And made Verona’s ancient citizens


Cast by their grave-beseeming ornaments,


To wield old partisans in hands as old,


Cankered with peace, to part your cankered hate.


If ever you disturb our streets again,


90


Your lives shall pay the forfeit of the peace.


For this time, all the rest depart away.


You, Capulet, shall go along with me,


And, Montague, come you this afternoon


To know our farther pleasure in this case,
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To old Free-town, our common judgment-place.


Once more, on pain of death, all men depart.


Exeunt all but MONTAGUE, LADY MONTAGUE, and BENVOLIO


MONTAGUE


Who set this ancient quarrel new abroach?


Speak, nephew. Were you by when it began?


BENVOLIO


Here were the servants of your adversary,
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And yours, close fighting ere I did approach.


I drew to part them. In the instant came


The fiery Tybalt, with his sword prepared,


Which, as he breathed defiance to my ears,


He swung about his head and cut the winds,
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Who, nothing hurt withal, hissed him in scorn.


While we were interchanging thrusts and blows,


Came more and more and fought on part and part,


Till the Prince came, who parted either part.


LADY MONTAGUE


Oh, where is Romeo? Saw you him today?
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Right glad I am he was not at this fray.


BENVOLIO


Madam, an hour before the worshipped sun


Peered forth the golden window of the east,


A troubled mind drove me to walk abroad,


Where, underneath the grove of sycamore
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That westward rooteth from this city side,


So early walking did I see your son.


Towards him I made, but he was ’ware of me


And stole into the covert of the wood.


I, measuring his affections by my own,


120


Which then most sought where most might not be found,


Being one too many by my weary self,


Pursued my humor not pursuing his,


And gladly shunned who gladly fled from me.


MONTAGUE


Many a morning hath he there been seen,
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With tears augmenting the fresh morning’s dew,


Adding to clouds more clouds with his deep sighs.


But all so soon as the all-cheering sun


Should in the farthest east begin to draw


The shady curtains from Aurora’s bed,
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Away from light steals home my heavy son,


And private in his chamber pens himself,


Shuts up his windows, locks fair daylight out,


And makes himself an artificial night.


Black and portentous must this humor prove
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Unless good counsel may the cause remove.


BENVOLIO


My noble uncle, do you know the cause?


MONTAGUE


I neither know it nor can learn of him.


BENVOLIO


Have you importuned him by any means?


MONTAGUE


Both by myself and many other friends.
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But he, his own affections’ counselor,


Is to himself—I will not say how true,


But to himself so secret and so close,


So far from sounding and discovery,


As is the bud bit with an envious worm,
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Ere he can spread his sweet leaves to the air,


Or dedicate his beauty to the same.


Could we but learn from whence his sorrows grow.


We would as willingly give cure as know.


Enter ROMEO


BENVOLIO


See, where he comes. So please you, step aside.
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I’ll know his grievance or be much denied.


MONTAGUE


I would thou wert so happy by thy stay


To hear true shrift.—Come, madam, let’s away.


Exeunt MONTAGUE and LADY MONTAGUE


BENVOLIO


Good morrow, cousin.


ROMEO


Is the day so young?


BENVOLIO


But new struck nine.


ROMEO


Ay me! Sad hours seem long.
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Was that my father that went hence so fast?


BENVOLIO


It was. What sadness lengthens Romeo’s hours?


ROMEO


Not having that which, having, makes them short.


BENVOLIO


In love?


ROMEO


Out.


BENVOLIO
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Of love?


ROMEO


Out of her favor, where I am in love.


BENVOLIO


Alas, that love, so gentle in his view,


Should be so tyrannous and rough in proof!


ROMEO


Alas, that love, whose view is muffled still,
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Should, without eyes, see pathways to his will!


Where shall we dine?—O 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.


Why then, O brawling love, O loving hate,
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O anything of nothing first created!


O heavy lightness, serious vanity,


Misshapen chaos of well-seeming forms!


Feather of lead, bright smoke, cold fire, sick health,


Still-waking sleep, that is not what it is!
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This love feel I, that feel no love in this.


Dost thou not laugh?


BENVOLIO


No, coz, I rather weep.


ROMEO


Good heart, at what?


BENVOLIO


At thy good heart’s oppression.


ROMEO


Why, such is love’s transgression.
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Griefs of mine own lie heavy in my breast,


Which thou wilt propagate, to have it pressed


With more of thine. This love that thou hast shown


Doth add more grief to too much of mine own.


Love is a smoke raised with the fume of sighs;
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Being purged, a fire sparkling in lovers’ eyes;


Being vexed, a sea nourished with loving tears.


What is it else? A madness most discreet,


A choking gall, and a preserving sweet.


Farewell, my coz.


BENVOLIO


Soft! I will go along.
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And if you leave me so, you do me wrong.


ROMEO


Tut, I have lost myself. I am not here.


This is not Romeo. He’s some other where.


BENVOLIO


Tell me in sadness, who is that you love.


ROMEO


What, shall I groan and tell thee?


BENVOLIO
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Groan! Why, no. But sadly, tell me who.


ROMEO


A sick man in sadness makes his will,


A word ill urged to one that is so ill.


In sadness, cousin, I do love a woman.


BENVOLIO


I aimed so near when I supposed you loved.


ROMEO
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A right good markman! And she’s fair I love.


BENVOLIO


A right fair mark, fair coz, is soonest hit.


ROMEO


Well, in that hit you miss. She’ll not be hit


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


And, in strong proof of chastity well armed
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From love’s weak childish bow, she lives uncharmed.


She will not stay the siege of loving terms,


Nor bide th’ encounter of assailing eyes,


Nor ope her lap to saint-seducing gold.


Oh, she is rich in beauty, only poor
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That when she dies, with beauty dies her store.


BENVOLIO


Then she hath sworn that she will still live chaste?


ROMEO


She hath, and in that sparing makes huge waste,


For beauty, starved with her severity,


Cuts beauty off from all posterity.
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She is too fair, too wise, wisely too fair,


To merit bliss by making me despair.


She hath forsworn to love, and in that vow


Do I live dead that live to tell it now.


BENVOLIO


Be ruled by me. Forget to think of her.


ROMEO
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O, teach me how I should forget to think!


BENVOLIO


By giving liberty unto thine eyes.


Examine other beauties.


ROMEO


’Tis the way


To call hers exquisite, in question more.


These happy masks that kiss fair ladies’ brows,
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Being black, puts us in mind they hide the fair.


He that is strucken blind cannot forget


The precious treasure of his eyesight lost.


Show me a mistress that is passing fair;


What doth her beauty serve but as a note
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Where I may read who passed that passing fair?


Farewell. Thou canst not teach me to forget.


BENVOLIO


I’ll pay that doctrine or else die in debt.


Exeunt


[image: ]





 



ACT ONE



Scene 1


Modern Text


SAMPSON and GREGORY, servants of the Capulet family, enter carrying swords and small shields.


SAMPSON


Gregory, I swear, we can’t let them humiliate us. We won’t take their garbage.


GREGORY


(teasing SAMPSON) No, because then we’d be garbagemen.


SAMPSON


What I mean is, if they make us angry we’ll pull out our swords.


GREGORY


Maybe you should focus on pulling yourself out of trouble, Sampson.


SAMPSON


I hit hard when I’m angry.


GREGORY


But it’s hard to make you angry.1


SAMPSON


One of those dogs from the Montague house can make me angry.


GREGORY


Angry enough to run away. You won’t stand and fight.


SAMPSON


A dog from that house will make me angry enough to take a stand. If I pass one of them on the street, I’ll take the side closer to the wall and let him walk in the gutter.


GREGORY


That means you’re the weak one, because weaklings get pushed up against the wall.


SAMPSON


You’re right. That’s why girls get pushed up against walls—they’re weak. So what I’ll do is push the Montague men into the street and the Montague women up against the wall.


GREGORY


The fight is between our masters, and we men who work for them.


SAMPSON


It’s all the same. I’ll be a harsh master to them. After I fight the men, I’ll be nice to the women—I’ll cut off their heads.


GREGORY


Cut off their heads? You mean their maidenheads?2


SAMPSON


Cut off their heads, take their maidenheads—whatever. Take my remark in whichever sense you like.


GREGORY


The women you rape are the ones who’ll have to “sense” it.


SAMPSON


They’ll feel me as long as I can keep an erection. Everybody knows I’m a nice piece of flesh.


GREGORY


It’s a good thing you’re not a piece of fish. You’re dried and shriveled like salted fish.3


ABRAM and another servant of the Montagues enter.


Pull out your tool now. These guys are from the house of Montague.


SAMPSON


I have my naked sword out. Fight, I’ll back you up.


GREGORY


How will you back me up—by turning your back and running away?


SAMPSON


Don’t worry about me.


GREGORY


No, really. I am worried about you!


SAMPSON


Let’s not break the law by starting a fight. Let them start something.


GREGORY


I’ll frown at them as they pass by, and they can react however they want.


SAMPSON


You mean however they dare. I’ll bite my thumb at4 them. That’s an insult, and if they let me get away with it they’ll be dishonored. (SAMPSON bites hist-humb)


ABRAM


Hey, are you biting your thumb at us?


SAMPSON


I’m biting my thumb.


ABRAM


Are you biting your thumb at us?


SAMPSON


(aside to GREGORY) Is the law on our side if I say yes?


GREGORY


(aside to SAMPSON) No.


SAMPSON


(to ABRAM) No, sir, I’m not biting my thumb at you, but I am biting my thumb.


GREGORY


Are you trying to start a fight?


ABRAM


Start a fight? No, sir.


SAMPSON


If you want to fight, I’m your man. My employer is as good as yours.


ABRAM


But he’s not better than mine.


SAMPSON


Well then.


BENVOLIO enters.


GREGORY


(speaking so that only SAMPSON can hear) Say “better.” Here comes one of my employer’s relatives.


SAMPSON


(to ABRAM) Yes, “better,” sir.


ABRAM


You lie.


SAMPSON


Pull out your swords, if you’re men. Gregory, remember how to slash.


They fight.


BENVOLIO


(pulling out his sword) Break it up, you fools. Put your swords away. You don’t know what you’re doing.


TYBALT enters.


TYBALT


What? You’ve pulled out your sword to fight with these worthless servants? Turn around, Benvolio, and look at the man who’s going to kill you.


BENVOLIO


I’m only trying to keep the peace. Either put away your sword or use it to help me stop this fight.


TYBALT


What? You take out your sword and then talk about peace? I hate the word peace like I hate hell, all Montagues, and you. Let’s go at it, coward!


BENVOLIO and TYBALT fight. Three or four CITIZENS of the watch enter with clubs and spears.


CITIZENS


Use your clubs and spears! Hit them! Beat them down! Down with the Capulets! Down with the Montagues!


CAPULET enters in his gown, together with his wife, LADY CAPULET.


CAPULET


What’s this noise? Give me my long sword! Come on!


LADY CAPULET


A crutch, you need a crutch—why are you asking for a sword?


MONTAGUE enters with his sword drawn, together with his wife, LADY MONTAGUE.


CAPULET


I want my sword. Old Montague is here, and he’s waving his sword around just to make me mad.


MONTAGUE


Capulet, you villain! (his wife holds him back) Don’t stop me. Let me go.


LADY MONTAGUE


You’re not taking one step toward an enemy.


PRINCE ESCALUS enters with his escort.


PRINCE


(shouting at the rioters) You rebels! Enemies of the peace! Men who turn their weapons against their own neighbors—They won’t listen to me?—You there! You men, you beasts, who satisfy your anger with fountains of each others’ blood! I’ll have you tortured if you don’t put down your swords and listen to your angry prince. (MONTAGUE, CAPULET, and their followers throw down their weapons) Three times now riots have broken out in this city, all because of a casual word from you, old Capulet and Montague. Three times the peace has been disturbed in our streets, and Verona’s old citizens have had to take off their dress clothes and pick up rusty old spears to part you. If you ever cause a disturbance on our streets again, you’ll pay for it with your lives. Everyone else, go away for now. (to CAPULET) You, Capulet, come with me. (to MONTAGUE) Montague, this afternoon come to old Free-town, the court where I deliver judgments, and I’ll tell you what else I want from you. As for the rest of you, I’ll say this once more: go away or be put to death.


 


Everyone exits except MONTAGUE,


LADY MONTAGUE, and BENVOLIO.


MONTAGUE


Who started this old fight up again? Speak, nephew.


Were you here when it started?


BENVOLIO


Your servants were fighting your enemy’s servants before I got here. I drew my sword to part them. Right then, that hothead Tybalt showed up with his sword ready. He taunted me and waved his sword around, making the air hiss. As we were trading blows, more and more people showed up to join the fight, until the Prince came and broke everyone up.


LADY MONTAGUE


Oh, where’s Romeo? Have you seen him today? I’m glad he wasn’t here for this fight.


BENVOLIO


Madam, I had a lot on my mind an hour before dawn this morning, so I went for a walk. Underneath the Sycamore grove that grows on the west side of the city, I saw your son taking an early-morning walk. I headed toward him, but he saw me coming and hid in the woods. I thought he must be feeling the same way I was—wanting to be alone and tired of his own company. I figured he was avoiding me, and I was perfectly happy to leave him alone and keep to myself.


MONTAGUE


He’s been seen there many mornings, crying tears that add drops to the morning dew and making a cloudy day cloudier with his sighs. But as soon as the sun rises in the east, my sad son comes home to escape the light. He locks himself up alone in his bedroom, shuts his windows to keep out the beautiful daylight, and makes himself an artificial night. This mood of his is going to bring bad news, unless someone smart can fix what’s bothering him.


BENVOLIO


My noble uncle, do you know why he acts this way?


MONTAGUE


I don’t know, and he won’t tell me.


BENVOLIO


Have you done everything you could to make him tell you the reason?


MONTAGUE


I’ve tried, and many of our friends have tried to make him talk, but he keeps his thoughts to himself. He doesn’t want any friend but himself, and though I don’t know whether he’s a good friend to himself, he certainly keeps his own secrets. He’s like a flower bud that won’t open itself up to the world because it’s been poisoned from within by parasites. If we could only find out why he’s sad, we’d be as eager to help him as we were to learn the reason for his sadness.


ROMEO enters.


BENVOLIO


Look—here he comes. If you don’t mind, please step aside. He’ll either have to tell me what’s wrong or else tell me no over and over.


MONTAGUE


I hope you’re lucky enough to hear the true story by sticking around. (to his wife) Come, madam, let’s go.


MONTAGUE and LADY MONTAGUE exit.


BENVOLIO


Good morning, cousin.


ROMEO


Is it that early in the day?


BENVOLIO


It’s only just now nine o’clock.


ROMEO


Oh my, time goes by slowly when you’re sad. Was that my father who left here in such a hurry?


BENVOLIO


It was. What’s making you so sad and your hours so long?


ROMEO


I don’t have the thing that makes time fly.


BENVOLIO


You’re in love?


ROMEO


Out.


BENVOLIO


Out of love?


ROMEO


I love someone. She doesn’t love me.


BENVOLIO


It’s sad. Love looks like a nice thing, but it’s actually very rough when you experience it.


ROMEO


What’s sad is that love is supposed to be blind, but it can still make you do whatever it wants. So, where should we eat? (seeing blood) Oh my! What fight happened here? No, don’t tell me—I know all about it. This fight has a lot to do with hatred, but it has more to do with love. O brawling love! O loving hate! Love that comes from nothing! Sad happiness! Serious foolishness! Beautiful things muddled together into an ugly mess! Love is heavy and light, bright and dark, hot and cold, sick and healthy, asleep and awake—it’s everything except what it is! This is the love I feel, though no one loves me back. Are you laughing?


BENVOLIO


No, cousin, I’m crying.


ROMEO


Good man, why are you crying?


BENVOLIO


I’m crying because of how sad you are.


ROMEO


Yes, this is what love does. My sadness sits heavy in my chest, and you want to add your own sadness to mine so there’s even more. I have too much sadness already, and now you’re going to make me sadder by feeling sorry for you. Here’s what love is: a smoke made out of lovers’ sighs. When the smoke clears, love is a fire burning in your lover’s eyes. If you frustrate love, you get an ocean made out of lovers’ tears. What else is love? It’s a wise form of madness. It’s a sweet lozenge that you choke on. Goodbye, cousin.


BENVOLIO


Wait. I’ll come with you. If you leave me like this, you’re doing me wrong.


ROMEO


I’m not myself. I’m not here. This isn’t Romeo—he’s somewhere else.


BENVOLIO


Tell me seriously, who is the one you love?


ROMEO


Seriously? You mean I should groan and tell you?


BENVOLIO


Groan? No. But tell me seriously who it is.


ROMEO


You wouldn’t tell a sick man he “seriously” has to make his will—it would just make him worse. Seriously, cousin, I love a woman.


BENVOLIO


I guessed that already when I guessed you were in love.


ROMEO


Then you were right on target. The woman I love is beautiful.


BENVOLIO


A beautiful target is the one that gets hit the fastest.


ROMEO


Well, you’re not on target there. She refuses to be hit by Cupid’s arrow.5 She’s as clever as Diana, and shielded by the armor of chastity. She can’t be touched by the weak and childish arrows of love. She won’t listen to words of love, or let you look at her with loving eyes, or open her lap to receive gifts of gold. She’s rich in beauty, but she’s also poor, because when she dies her beauty will be destroyed with her.


BENVOLIO


So she’s made a vow to be a virgin forever?


ROMEO


Yes she has, and by keeping celibate, she wastes her beauty. If you starve yourself of sex you can’t ever have children, and so your beauty is lost to future generations. She’s too beautiful and too wise to deserve heaven’s blessing by making me despair. She’s sworn off love, and that promise has left me alive but dead, living only to talk about it now.


BENVOLIO


Take my advice. Don’t think about her.


ROMEO


Teach me to forget to think!


BENVOLIO


Do it by letting your eyes wander freely. Look at other beautiful girls.


ROMEO


That will only make me think more about how beautiful she is. Beautiful women like to wear black masks over their faces—those black masks only make us think about how beautiful they are underneath. A man who goes blind can’t forget the precious eyesight he lost. Show me a really beautiful girl. Her beauty is like a note telling me where I can see someone even more beautiful. Goodbye. You can’t teach me to forget.
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