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  INTRODUCTION




  Find a quiet corner – a seat on a train or plane would do as well – and read this play. The plot will be familiar, of course, and most of us have memories of

  performances or adaptations on stage and screen, but simply to read the beautiful poetry of the unfolding drama is to discover Romeo and Juliet as never before.




  The tempo of the play is extraordinary. In the ‘two hours traffic of our stage’ – reading the play will take no longer – all the events take place within a few days,

  unwinding in the classical tradition of the ‘infernal machine’, a relentless progress to the conclusion we already know so well, and unsparingly augured in the prologue:




  

    

      A pair of star cross’d lovers take their life.


    


  




  Yet the play starts out as a burlesque. Scene-setters Gregory and Sampson, servants of the Capulets (Juliet’s family), to get straight to the business of ridiculing the rival Montagues

  (Romeo’s team) in terms more like stand-up comedy than school-curriculum Eng Lit. But that’s the joy of it. The play, fluently written in rhyming couplets, is an entertainment. It

  swings along from saucy warm-up to violent action to love-at-first-sight to tragic dénouement with effortless continuity and pace. Reading the play, you are carried through the narrative

  with a growing sense of wonder that this monumental masterpiece is also a thoroughly gripping tale.




  Romeo and Juliet is a very old story, certainly not invented by William Shakespeare. Some scholars link the theme to the tale of Pyramus and Thisbe, young lovers forbidden marriage who

  defy their families by arranging a secret tryst that ends in tragedy. This ancient myth of Babylon became known through the version of it told by the Roman poet Ovid in his Metamorphoses,

  written during the lifetime of Jesus Christ, and one of the most enduring and beloved works of classical literature.




  Ovid’s masterpiece inspired much retelling of the tale in the Middle Ages, but it was not until the late Renaissance that the names, and location, of the Shakespeare play emerged in a

  novel by a writer from Vicenza (midway between Verona and Venice), Luigi da Porto. Published in 1530, Giulietta e Romeo was set in Verona in the period 1301–4, during the reign of a

  benevolent prince, Bartolomeo della Scala. This ruler, thinly disguised in the Shakespeare version as Escalus, is probably the only historical character in the cast. Da Porto created all the other

  principal names among the dramatis personae: the Montecchi and Capuleti families, Mercutio and Tybalt, Paris and Friar Lawrence. Much of the Shakespearean storyline, too, is owed to da Porto.




  The Bard, though, probably knew nothing of the novel. The version that came into circulation in England was by Matteo Bandello (1485–1561), a popular writer of Italian romantic stories

  whose work was extensively translated into French and English after his death. English tellings appeared in a long poem, The Tragical History of Romeus and Juliet by Arthur Brooke in 1562,

  and in two compilations, Tragical Discourses of 1566 by Sir Geoffrey Fenton and Palace of Pleasure in 1567 by William Painter, a sometime headmaster of Sevenoaks School in

  Kent.




  The probable date of Romeo and Juliet’s inaugural performance is 1594–5, relatively early in Shakespeare’s life as a dramatist, which had begun with the history play

  Henry VI four or five years earlier when the playwright was aged about thirty. Romeo and Juliet is the first of his tragedies, and arguably the best known of all his plays.




  It is certainly the most performed. No other work by Shakespeare has been staged so consistently, nor adapted in such variety. Along with the tone poem of Tchaikovsky and the ballet of

  Prokofiev, Leonard Bernstein and Stephen Sondheim’s 1957 rendering of the tale as West Side Story has made the music of Romeo and Juliet as familiar to millions as the play

  itself. The theme has appealed, too, to the more cerebral kind of pop musicians of recent times. Among the legends of rock to have drawn on the play for inspiration have been American singers Lou

  Reed, Bruce Springsteen and Tom Waits, and British band Dire Straits.




  But what has really brought the immortal tale into our own time is the cinema. Italian opera, stage and film director Franco Zeffirelli’s 1968 movie, starring the authentically youthful

  Leonard Whiting, aged 17, and Olivia Hussey, 15, with a sentimental soundtrack and even a gratuitously nude bedroom scene, placed the tale in period, but with a distinctly 1960s message. Zeffirelli

  was determined to persuade audiences that the centuries-old saga was relevant to modern times, explaining that the drama turned principally on the ‘total breakdown of understanding between

  two generations’. All he was really proving, of course, was that if the youth of the swinging sixties thought they had invented the generation gap, William Shakespeare was here to tell them

  it had a rather earlier provenance.




  Zeffirelli, in fairness, had not rushed into this project. It was an adaptation of his own staging of the play at London’s Old Vic theatre in 1960, with John Stride and Judi Dench in the

  title roles. More unprecedented was the 1996 movie by Australian director Baz Luhrmann starring Leonardo di Caprio, then 22, and Claire Danes, 17. Luhrmann, even better known for the hit dancing

  movie Strictly Ballroom, also took a choreographic approach to the Shakespearean tale, and fearlessly set the drama in contemporary America. He invented a seaside city called Verona Beach,

  and populated it with rival gangs – Romeo and Juliet meets Miami Vice. Although the action was in the manner of Hollywood – shootings rather than swordplay and a duel

  expressed as a car chase between Romeo and Tybalt – the dialogue remained substantially faithful to Shakespeare’s original. In spite of the great distance between the

  late–16th-century poetry and the brutal late–20th-century setting, and some occasional difficulties with the language, the effect was compelling. The film drew vast audiences in the

  United States and across the world, grossing $150 million, the kind of sum more usually associated with blockbuster action thrillers.




  Even the critics were largely kind. American online reviewer James Berardinelli put it this way: ‘Luhrmann hasn’t fashioned this motion picture with the stodgy, elitist Shakespearean

  purist in mind. Instead by incorporating lively, modern imagery with a throbbing rock soundtrack and hip actors, he has taken aim at an audience that would normally regard Shakespeare as a chore to

  be endured in school, not a passionate drama to ignite the screen.’




  The cinematic telling of the story best loved to date, however, has been Shakespeare in Love, released in 1998. It was a knockabout romantic comedy constructed around

  Shakespeare’s authorship of the play, tentatively entitled Romeo and Ethel, the Pirate’s Daughter, but stalled by an acute attack of writer’s block. Set in the

  insalubrious Elizabethan theatre world, the script by Marc Norman and leading playwright Tom Stoppard wittily wove together the plot of the tragedy with the doomed love of married Shakespeare

  (Joseph Fiennes) for aspiring aristocratic actress Viola de Lesseps (Gwyneth Paltrow). The script borrowed heavily from Romeo and Juliet and much else from the wider Shakespeare canon, and

  was festooned with sly jokes about this greatest period in English drama. Critic Ian Nathan in Empire magazine shrewdly summarised the film as ‘a rom-com with added smarts for the

  literature scholars, which doesn’t alienate everyone else’.




  Perhaps to the surprise of the makers, Shakespeare in Love was a huge hit, showing that audiences’ appetite for the immortal love story had by no means been satiated by

  Luhrmann’s epic only two years previously. The new movie took $290 million worldwide, double the take of Luhrmann’s epic. And it won seven Oscars, including best picture (the first

  comedy thus garlanded for more than twenty years), best female lead for Paltrow, and best supporting actress for Judi Dench, this time playing a majestic Queen Elizabeth.




  A satisfying epilogue to the film was that the makers were accused of lifting elements of the story from other published sources, including two relatively recent novels. That the script was

  centred on a play written four hundred years previously, whose author had taken its theme, locations and action – not to mention the names of all the protagonists – from sources dating

  back to the Middle Ages and beyond to Babylonian prehistory, seems not to have figured in the kerfuffle. It is a tribute to Romeo and Juliet that the play, or a play about the play, can

  still attract such attention, and even arouse a measure of heated controversy.




  All this does much to inform the simple reading of the play. To make a close acquaintance with the words that have been spoken and acted out so often and for so long is akin to the exciting

  experience of finally standing in front of the original of a great work of art – the Mona Lisa, say – that has been a familiar icon for a lifetime, but never actually been seen except

  in reproduction.




  But a painting or sculpture in this context can disappoint. Too little is left to the viewer to contribute to the encounter. You are regarding an object. Of course in its presence you wonder at

  the pristine creation itself, bearing the physical imprint of the genius; you can consider the symbolism in the subject matter, the motivation of the artist. But the object is passive, immutable.

  Reading a great play is another thing altogether. Rather than passively receiving the interpretation of a stage or screen director and the rendition of a cast of actors, the reader gets to see what

  the genius who created the masterpiece actually wrote. It is the only way of getting to the original.




  Of course, the versions of Romeo and Juliet in circulation now are not true to the original in the sense that a painting is. No script in Shakespeare’s hand exists, and by the

  time his original manuscript for a play – known then as the ‘foul papers’ because it consisted of the first, blotched and uncorrected sheets – was printed, there would have

  been countless alterations and omissions along the way as the transcribers, theatre company, official censor and the printers themselves made changes for their own very various reasons. These would

  all be in addition, of course, to the author’s own corrections as he reconsidered and improved upon the first draft.




  Playwrights of Shakespeare’s day were not always anxious to rush into print. As an actor and member of a theatre company – the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, one of just two companies

  licensed by the Crown to perform on London stages – Shakespeare himself would have known that copies of his plays could fall into the wrong hands. Unlicensed theatre troupes might stage

  illicit productions. Potential patrons might eschew attendance at theatres and put the play on at home – or simply prefer reading the play to seeing it acted out.




  Shakespeare wrote nearly all of his plays for performance by the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, but only a portion of them were published in his own lifetime. Romeo and Juliet was

  printed twice. The first ‘quarto’ edition, so known because the booklet was formed of four-page sections each made from twice-folded single sheets, appeared in 1597, but has been widely

  condemned as an unreliable transcription made from one or more performances of the play – in other words, a pirated copy rather like the pirate CDs and DVDs made today by criminals from

  recordings made in music venues or cinemas.




  The second edition, printed in 1599 for the bookseller Cuthbert Burby at a retail price of sixpence, is believed to be much closer to Shakespeare’s original draft. Most subsequent

  published versions of the play have been based on this edition, always referred to by scholars as Q2 to distinguish it from the reviled Q1.




  Over the centuries, the play has endured some ill treatment. Its sexual frankness might have raised eyebrows in the Elizabethan era – censorship by the Crown’s arbiter, curiously

  entitled the Master of the Revels, was not unknown – but by the nineteenth century it was a lot worse. Dr Thomas Bowdler, the Bath physician who devoted his retirement years to excising the

  Shakespeare canon of ‘those words and expressions which cannot with propriety be read aloud in a family’, was so affronted by Romeo & Juliet that in the first edition of

  his notorious The Family Shakespeare, published in 1818, he omitted the play in its entirety.




  This sort of treatment, of course, was guaranteed to sustain interest in the play even through the coming Victorian Age, and into the twentieth century. And it can reasonably be argued that it

  has been in that century and this one that the drama has prospered as never before. The theme is an eternal one, the narrative as rapid and as satisfying as any modern saga and, perhaps above all,

  the story is entirely convincing.




  Reading the play, you discover that the characters all act and speak as you would expect anyone to do in the circumstances. Those circumstances might be dramatic, even violent, and the setting

  long ago and far away, but the interactions make sense. Events unfold not in the way of throwaway fiction or drama, driven by dithering, unreasonable behaviour and ludicrous coincidences, but via

  the credible reactions of each character to the actions of others.




  Consider how Juliet deals with her parents’ demand that she accept their preferred suitor, Paris. She leaves us in no doubt she will do no such thing:




  

    

      O, bid me leap, rather than marry Paris,




      From off the battlement of yonder tower.


    


  




  But when she grasps the inevitable, that the Capulets will never back down, she does not resort to hysteria. Discovering that even her nurse believes Paris is the better bet

  (‘Romeo’s a dishclout to him’) Juliet takes the calm decision to resort to deception – as any sensible, believable young woman would. We empathise not just with her

  predicament, but with her rational manner of coping with it. And that is why we are so touched with the tragedy of her death. Juliet and her Romeo might be two of the shortest-lived characters in

  all of Shakespeare, but, brought to us in some of the most moving poetry in the English language, they have surely endured as no other lovers, real or imagined, have ever done.
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      JULIET Good pilgrim, you do wrong your hand too much.


    


  




  





  ROMEO AND JULIET




  DRAMATIS PERSONAE




  ESCALUS, prince of Verona.




  PARIS, a young nobleman, kinsman to the prince.
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  AN OLD MAN, of the Capulet family.




  ROMEO, son to Montague.




  MERCUTIO, kinsman to the prince, and friend to Romeo.




  BENVOLIO, nephew to Montague, and friend to Romeo.




  TYBALT, nephew to Lady Capulet.




  FRIAR LAURENCE, a Franciscan.




  FRIAR JOHN, of the same order.




  BALTHASAR, servant to Romeo.
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  PETER, servant to Juliet’s nurse.




  ABRAHAM, servant to Montague.




  AN APOTHECARY.




  THREE MUSICIANS.




  PAGE to Paris; another PAGE; an OFFICER.




  LADY MONTAGUE, wife to Montague.




  LADY CAPULET, wife to Capulet.




  JULIET, daughter to Capulet.




  NURSE to Juliet.




  CITIZENS of Verona; KINSFOLK of both houses;




  

    MASKERS, GUARDS, WATCHMEN, and ATTENDANTS. CHORUS.


  




  

    

      SCENE — Verona; once, in the fifth act, at Mantua.
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  PROLOGUE




  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




  A pair of star-cross’d lovers take their life;




  Whose misadventur’d piteous overthrows




  Doth with their death bury their parents’ strife.




  The fearful passage of their death-mark’d love,




  And the continuance of their parents’ rage,




  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.




  ACT I




  SCENE I




  Verona. A public place.




  Enter SAMPSON and GREGORY, of the house of CAPULET, with swords and

  bucklers.




  SAMPSON




  Gregory, o’ 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 o’th’collar.




  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 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, 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 with the men, I will be cruel with the maids, and 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




  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. — Draw thy tool; here comes two of the house of the Montagues.




  Enter ABRAHAM and BALTHASAR, two SERVING-MEN of the 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




  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.




  ABRAHAM




  Do you bite your thumb at us, sir?




  SAMPSON




  I do bite my thumb, sir.




  ABRAHAM




  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 thumb, sir.




  GREGORY




  Do you quarrel, sir?




  ABRAHAM




  Quarrel sir! no, sir.




  SAMPSON




  If you do, sir, I am for you; I serve as good a man as you.




  ABRAHAM




  No better.




  SAMPSON




  Well, sir.




  GREGORY [aside to SAMPSON].




  Say ‘better’: here comes one of my master’s kinsmen.




  SAMPSON




  Yes, better, sir.




  ABRAHAM




  You lie.




  SAMPSON




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




  [They fight.
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    ABRAHAM Do you bite your thumb at us, sir?


  




  Enter BENVOLIO.




  BENVOLIO




  Part, fools!
 

  

  [Beats down their swords.




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




  Enter TYBALT.




  TYBALT




  What, art thou drawn among these heartless hinds?




  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:




  Have at thee, coward!




  [They fight.




  Enter several of both houses, who join the fray; then enter three or four CITIZENS with clubs.




  CITIZENS




  Clubs, bills, and partisans! strike! beat them down!




  Down with the Capulets! down with the Montagues!




  Enter old CAPULET in his gown, and 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?




  CAPULET




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




  And flourishes his blade in spite of me.




  Enter old MONTAGUE and LADY MONTAGUE.




  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 ESCALUS




  Rebellious subjects, enemies to peace,




  Profaners of this neighbour-stained 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




  Throw your mistemper’d weapons to the ground,




  And hear the sentence of your moved prince.




  Three civil brawls, bred of an airy word,




  By thee, old Capulet, and Montague,




  Have thrice disturb’d the quiet of our streets;




  And made Verona’s ancient citizens




  Cast-by their grave beseeming ornaments,




  To wield old partisans, in hands as old,




  Canker’d with peace, to part your canker’d hate:




  If ever you disturb our streets again,




  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 further pleasure in this case,




  To old Freetown, our common judgement-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,




  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 breath’d defiance to my ears,




  He swung about his head, and cut the winds,




  Who, nothing hurt withal, hiss’d 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




  O, where is Romeo? — saw you him to-day? —




  Right glad am I he was not at this fray.




  BENVOLIO




  Madam, an hour before the worshipp’d sun




  Peer’d forth the golden window of the east,




  A troubled mind drave me to walk abroad;




  Where — underneath the grove of sycamore




  That westward rooteth from the city’s side —




  So early walking did I see your son:
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