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If you are a teacher, you are doing the world’s most important work.

This book is for you.
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The Folger Shakespeare Library makes Shakespeare’s stories and the world in which he lived accessible. Anchored by the world’s largest Shakespeare collection, the Folger is a place where curiosity and creativity are embraced and conversation is always encouraged. Visitors to the Folger can choose how they want to experience the arts and humanities, from interactive exhibitions to captivating performances, and from pathbreaking research to transformative educational programming.

The Folger seeks to be a catalyst for:

Discovery. The Folger’s collection is meant to be used, and it is made accessible in the Folger’s Reading Room to anyone who is researching Shakespeare or the Early Modern world. The Folger collection has flourished since founders Henry and Emily Folger made their first rare book purchase in 1889, and today contains more than 300,000 objects. The Folger Institute facilitates scholarly and artistic collections-based research, providing research opportunities, lectures, conversations, and other programs to an international community of scholars.

Curiosity. The Folger designs learning opportunities for inquisitive minds at every stage of life, from tours to virtual and in-person workshops. Teachers working with the Folger are trained in the Folger Method, a way of teaching complex texts like Shakespeare that enables students to own and enjoy the process of close-reading, interrogating texts, discovering language with peers, and contributing to the ongoing human conversation about words and ideas.

Participation. The Folger evolves with each member and visitor interaction. Our exhibition halls, learning lab, gardens, theater, and historic spaces are open to be explored and to provide entry points for connecting with Shakespeare and the Folger’s collection, as well as forming new pathways to experiencing and understanding the arts.

Creativity. The Folger invites everyone to tell their story and experience the stories of and inspired by Shakespeare. Folger Theatre, Music, and Poetry are programmed in conversation with Folger audiences, exploring our collective past, present, and future. Shakespeare’s imagination resonates across centuries, and his works are a wellspring for the creativity that imbues the Folger’s stage and all its programmatic offerings.

The Folger welcomes everyone—from communities throughout Washington, DC, to communities across the globe—to connect in their own way. Learn more at folger.edu.





All Shakespeare used in this book is taken from the Folger Shakespeare editions of the text. Available in paperback and for free at folger.edu/folgershakespeare.
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PART ONE [image: ] Shakespeare for a Changing World







Why Shakespeare?
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Michael Witmore

You have more in common with the person seated next to you on a bus, a sporting event, or a concert than you will ever have with William Shakespeare. The England he grew up in nearly 400 years ago had some of the features of our world today, but modern developments such as industry, mass communication, global networks, and democracy did not exist. His country was ruled by a monarch, and his days were divided into hours by church bells rather than a watch or a phone. The religion practiced around him was chosen by the state, as were the colors he could wear when he went out in public.

When Shakespeare thought of our planet, there were no satellites to show him a green and blue ball. The Northern European island where he grew up was, by our standards, racially homogeneous, although we do know that there were Africans, Asians, Native Americans, Muslims, Jews, and others living in London in the early 1600s—and that Shakespeare likely saw or knew about them. The very idea that people of different backgrounds could live in a democracy would probably have struck him as absurd. What could an English playwright living centuries ago possibly say about our changed and changing world? Would he understand the conflicts that dominate our politics, the “isms” that shape reception of his work? What would he make of debates about freedom, the fairness of our economies, or the fragility of our planet?

The conversation about Shakespeare over the last 250 years has created other obstacles and distance. Starting around that time, artists and promoters put Shakespeare on a pedestal so high that he became almost divine. One such promoter was an English actor named David Garrick, who erected a classical temple to Shakespeare in 1756 and filled it with “relics” from Shakespeare’s life. Garrick praised Shakespeare as “the God of our idolatry,” and in his temple included a throne-like chair made of wood from a tree that Shakespeare may have planted. Today, that chair sits in a nook at the Folger Shakespeare Library. The chair’s existence reminds us that the impulse to put Shakespeare in a temple has been at times overwhelming. But temples can exclude as well as elevate, which is why the Folger Shakespeare Library—itself a monument to Shakespeare built in 1932—needs to celebrate a writer whose audience is contemporary, diverse, and growing.

While Shakespeare was and is truly an amazing writer, the “worship” of his talent becomes problematic as soon as it is expected. If Shakespeare’s stories and poetry continue to be enjoyed and passed along, it should be because we see their value, not because we have been told that they are great. Today, if someone tells you that Shakespeare’s appeal is “universal,” you might take away the idea that his works represent the experience of everyone, or that someone can only be fully human if they appreciate and enjoy his work. Can that possibly be true? How can one appreciate or enjoy the things in his work that are offensive and degrading—for example, the racism and sexism that come so easily to several of his characters? What about such plays as The Merchant of Venice, Othello, or The Taming of the Shrew, where the outcomes suggest that certain kinds of characters—a Jew, an African, a woman—deserve to suffer?

When we talk about Shakespeare, we have to confront these facts and appreciate the blind spots in his plays, blind spots that are still real and reach beyond his specific culture. In acknowledging such facts, we are actually in a better position to appreciate Shakespeare’s incredible talent as a writer and creator of stories. Yes, he wrote from a dated perspective of a Northern European man who was a frequent flatterer of kings and queens. Within those limits, he is nevertheless able to dazzle with his poetry and offer insights into human motivations. We are not required to appreciate the language or dramatic arcs of his characters, but we can appreciate both with the help of talented teachers or moving performances. Memorable phrases such as Hamlet’s “To be or not to be” are worth understanding because they capture a situation perfectly—the moment when someone asks, “Why go on?” By pausing on this question, we learn something at a distance, without having to suffer through everything that prompts Hamlet to say these famous words.

Had Shakespeare’s plays not been published and reanimated in performance over several centuries, these stories would no longer be remembered. Yet the tales of Lady Macbeth or Richard III still populate the stories we tell today. They survive in the phrases that such characters use and the archetypal situations in which these characters appear—“out, out damned spot” or “my kingdom for a horse?” Marvel characters and professional politicians regularly channel Shakespeare. When a supervillain turns to the camera to brag about their evil deeds, we are hearing echoes of King Richard III. When the media criticizes a leader for being power-hungry, some version of Lady Macbeth is often implied, especially if that leader is a woman.

While they are from another time, Shakespeare’s characters and situations remain exciting because they view life from a perspective that is both familiar and distant. The better able we are to recognize the experiences described in Shakespeare’s plays in our lives, the broader our vocabulary becomes for understanding ourselves. We see and hear more when the plays dramatize important questions, such as:


	What does a child owe a parent and what does a parent owe their child? Why must children sometimes teach their parents to grow up? King Lear, Hamlet, and Henry IV, Part 1 all ask some version of these questions.

	Are we born ready to love or is the capacity to love another something that is learned? Shakespeare’s comedies—Twelfth Night, As You Like It, Much Ado About Nothing—are filled with characters whose entire stories are about learning to accept and give love.

	How does one deal with an awful memory or the knowledge of a brutal crime? Hamlet is burdened with both, just as many are today who are haunted by trauma.



These questions get at situations that anyone might experience at some point in their life. If you are a teenager whose mad crush is turning into love, you will have to go out on that balcony, just like Juliet. Will you be confident or afraid? If a “friend” who knows you well is feeding you lies, you will be challenged to resist them—as Othello is when faced with Iago. Will you be able to think for yourself? These questions come up in any life, and the answers are not predetermined. A goal in any humanities classroom is to improve the questions we ask ourselves by engaging our specific experiences, something very different from looking for “timeless truths” in the past.

Do not believe that you must master Shakespeare in order to appreciate literature, language, or the human condition. Do, however, be confident that the time you and your students spend with these plays will result in insight, new skills, and pleasure. Shakespeare was a deeply creative person in a deeply polarized world, one where religious and economic conflicts regularly led to violence. He used that creativity to illustrate the many ways human beings need to be saved from themselves, even if they sometimes resist what they need most. He also understood that stories can change minds even when the facts cannot. If there was ever a time to appreciate these insights, it is now.

The Folger Teaching Guides are the product of decades of experience and conversation with talented educators and students. The Folger continues to offer teachers the best and most effective techniques for cultivating students’ abilities in the classroom, starting with Shakespeare but opening out on the great range of writers and experiences your students can explore. We invite you to visit the Folger in person in Washington, DC, where our exhibitions, performances, and programs put into practice the methods and insights you will find here. And we extend our gratitude to you for doing the most important work in the world, which deserves the dedicated support we are providing in these guides.






Good Books, Great Books, Monumental Texts—Shakespeare, Relevance, and New Audiences: GenZ and Beyond
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Jocelyn A. Chadwick


“People can find small parts of themselves in each character and learn what it may be like to let the hidden parts of themselves out. Regardless of personal background, everyone can relate to the humanity and vulnerability that is revealed in Shakespeare’s works.” (Student, 2023)

“ ‘To me, there is no such thing as black or yellow Shakespeare,’ Mr. Earle Hyman, a celebrated African-American actor said. ‘There is good Shakespeare or bad Shakespeare. It’s simply a matter of good training and opportunity.’ ” (“Papp Starts a Shakespeare Repertory Troupe Made Up Entirely of Black and Hispanic Actors,” New York Times, January 21, 1979)

“The question for us now is to be or not to be. Oh no, this Shakespearean question. For 13 days this question could have been asked but now I can give you a definitive answer. It’s definitely yes, to be.” (President Volodymyr Zelenskyy’s speech to UK Parliament, March 8, 2022)

“I, at least, do not intend to live without Aeschylus or William Shakespeare, or James, or Twain, or Hawthorne, or Melville, etc., etc., etc.” (Toni Morrison, “Unspeakable Things Unspoken: The Afro-American Presence in Literature,” The Source of Self-Regard, 2019)



How have William Shakespeare’s brilliant and probing plays about the human condition come to an either/or to some contemporary audiences? The preceding quotes reveal appreciation, understanding, and metaphorical applications along with definitions of the playwright’s depth and breadth. And yet, a misunderstanding and sometimes conscious cancellation of the man, his work, and his impact have undergone substantial misunderstanding and misinterpretation.

For as long as any of us can or will remember, William Shakespeare has continued to be with us and our students. True, this is a bold and assertive declarative statement; however, in the 21st century, is it and will it continue to be accurate and still valid?

In 1621, playwright Robert Greene, a contemporary of William Shakespeare, did not think much of Shakespeare’s work or his talent:


There is an upstart Crow, beautified with our feathers that with his Tygers hart wrapt in a Players hyde, supposes he is as well able to bombast out a blank verse as the best of you: and being an absolute Johannes factotum is in his owne conceit the onely Shake-scene in a country. (Robert Greene, Greene’s Groats-Worth of Wit, 1621)



Clearly, Greene was jealous of Shakespeare’s popularity and talent.

Interestingly, what Greene objects to parallels some 21st-century perspectives that at this writing recommend removal of Shakespeare’s plays and poetry from curricula throughout the country—just because. For Greene, the objection was Shakespeare’s talent, his appeal to his contemporary audience, his rising popularity, and cross-cultural exposure—not only angering Greene but also resulting in his undeniable jealousy.

Today, however, the primary argument is that Shakespeare’s texts are old and dated; he is white and male—all of which from this perspective identify him, his time, and his work as disconnected from the realities of 21st-century students: antiquated, anachronistic, even racially tinged. These arguments persist, even though without doubt, Shakespeare’s London was metropolitan, multicultural, and influenced by the city’s international trade—imports as well as exports.

And further, to be clear, as Toni Morrison and so many other scholars, writers, and readers have asserted, the durability of a text lies with its present and future audiences. I should add here that Morrison was engaging with, and “talking back to,” Shakespeare’s play Othello when she wrote her play Desdemona in 2011.

At this writing, there are a number of contemporary catalysts pointing out the necessity of rethinking, reflection, and consubstantiation of such texts that have long been a part of the canon. We are experiencing not only that resurgence but also a book-banning tsunami in schools and public libraries. The result of such movements and actions indeed causes us to rethink; they have also compelled educators at all levels, parents, librarians, writers, and GenZ students to speak up and out.

To illustrate concretely students’ responses, this introduction necessarily includes the perspectives and voices from some high school students (grades 9–12), who attend Commonwealth Governors School (CGS) in Virginia. I asked a number of them what they thought about Shakespeare, and they told me. Their statements are in their own words; I did no editing. In addition, the students within the CGS system represent the panoply of inclusion and diversity.


It’s the big ideas that make Shakespeare relevant to myself and other students. Everyone loves, and everyone feels pain, so while we each might experience these feelings at different points in our lives, in different degrees, and for different reasons than others, I think Shakespeare’s work is enough out of our times so that all students can connect to his themes and imagine themselves in the positions of his characters. (Student, May 2023)



And…


I feel his general influence; I feel like he created a lot of literary words, and musicians like Taylor Swift draw from the works of earlier people, and Shakespeare continues to be relevant. (Student, 2023)



Interestingly, students tapestry what they read and experience in Shakespeare’s works into their contemporary world, concomitantly, reflecting Umberto Eco’s assertion about the import, impact, and protean qualities of a text’s life: students create their own meaning and connections—building onto and extending Shakespeare’s words, expression, characters, and challenges, ultimately scaffolding into their present realities, experiences, and challenges.

With all of these developments and conversations in mind, this Folger series of teaching guides provides that crossroad and intersection of analysis and rethinking. The central question that joins both those who see at present limited or no redeemable value in Shakespeare and those who view these texts as windows of the past, present, and, yes, the future is “Do William Shakespeare’s plays resonate, connect, and speak to 21st-century readers of all ages, and especially to our new generations of students?”

Let us consider Eco’s assertion: each time playwrights, directors, and artists reinterpret, every text undergoes a disruption, thereby reflecting new audiences. To re-see a character or setting when producing Shakespeare’s plays is with each iteration a kind of disruption—a disruption designed to bring Shakespeare’s 16th-century texts to audiences from multiple perspectives and epochs. The term disruption here takes on a more modern definition, a more protean and productive definition: Every time a reader enters into a text—one of Shakespeare’s plays, to be specific—that reader can meld, align, interweave experiences, memories, thoughts, aspirations, and fears, and yes, as the first student quote alludes, empower the reader to identify which characters, and moments and consequences. This reading and/or viewing is indeed a positive kind of disruption—not to harm or destroy; on the contrary, a positive disruption that expands and interrelates both reader and viewer with Shakespeare and each play. Past and present intersect for each generation of readers. In this positive disruption texts remain relevant, alive, and speak verisimilitude.

Similarly, we ask 21st-century students studying Shakespeare to bring their whole selves to the work, and to come up with their own interpretations. Allowing and privileging 21st-century students to compare and contrast and then examine, inquire, and express their own perspectives and voices remains the primary goal of English language arts: independent thinking, developed voice, and ability to think and discern critically for oneself. Both primary text and adaptations are reflections and extended lenses:


The man i’ th’ moon’s too slow—till new-born chins

Be rough and razorable; she that from whom

We all were sea-swallowed, though some cast again,

And by that destiny to perform an act

Whereof what’s past is prologue, what to come

In your and my discharge. (The Tempest 2.1, 285–89)



Just as the past continuously informs and reminds the present, the present—each new generation—brings new eyes, new thoughts, new perspectives. Of course, each generation sees itself as unique and completely different; however, the echoes of the past are and will always be ever-present.

In so many unexpected ways, the 21st-century Shakespeare audience in school—students, teachers, and others—share far more with William Shakespeare and his time than we may initially recognize and acknowledge. From his infancy to his death, Shakespeare and his world closely paralleled and reflects ours: upheavals and substantial shifts culturally, sociopolitically, scientifically, and religiously, as well as the always-evolving human condition. Each of the plays represented in this series—Hamlet, Macbeth, Othello, Romeo and Juliet, and A Midsummer Night’s Dream—illustrates just how much William Shakespeare not only observed and lived with and among tragedy, comedy, cultural diversity, challenges, and new explorations, but also, from childhood, honed his perspective of both past and present and—as Toni Morrison expresses—rememoried it in his plays and poems. Tragedy and Comedy is rooted in the antiquities of Greek, Roman, and Greco-Roman literature and history. William Shakespeare uniquely crafts these genres to reflect and inform his own time; more importantly, the plays he left us foreshadow past and future connections for audiences to come—audiences who would encounter cross-cultures, ethnicities, genders, geography, even time itself.

More than at any other time in our collective history experienced through literature, the past’s ability to inform, advise, and even “cushion” challenges our students’ experience today. It will continue to experience into the foreseeable future and will continue to support and inform, and yes, even protect them. Protecting, meaning that what we and our students can read and experience from the safe distance literature provides, allows, even encourages, readers to process, reflect, and think about how we respond, engage, inquire, and learn.


The play… Macbeth… is about pride; there are lots of common human themes. He’s the basis for a lot of literature like Hamlet is just the Lion King; it is just Hamlet, but it’s lions. (Student, May 2023)



One fascinating trait of GenZ readers I find so important is the how of their processing and relating canonical texts with other contemporary texts and other genres around them: TV, movies, songs, even advertisements. What I so admire and respect about students’ processing is their critical thinking and their ability to create and different comprehension-pathways that relate to their own here and now. In this new instructional paradigm, we all are exploring, discovering, and learning together, with William Shakespeare as our reading-nucleus.

Although many writers and playwrights preceded William Shakespeare, his scope and depth far exceeded that of his predecessors and even his peers. His constant depiction and examinations of the human condition writ large and illustrated from a myriad of perspectives, times, cultures, and worlds set Shakespeare decidedly apart. The result of his depth and scope not only previewed the immediate future following his death, but more profoundly, his thematic threads, characters, settings, and cross-cultural inclusions continue to illustrate us to us.

The pivotal and critical point here is GenZ’s continued reading and experiencing of William Shakespeare’s plays. As they experience this playwright, they take bits and pieces of what they have read and experienced directly into other texts they read and experience in classes and daily living. In fact, in the “tidbits” they experience initially through Shakespeare, students will connect and interpret and make their own meaning and connections, even outside of textual reading. Malcolm X, in fact, provides us with an example of how that works:


I read once, passingly, about a man named Shakespeare. I only read about him passingly, but I remember one thing he wrote that kind of moved me. He put it in the mouth of Hamlet, I think, it was, who said, ‘To be or not to be.’ He was in doubt about something—whether it was nobler in the mind of man to suffer the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune—moderation—or to take up arms against a sea of troubles and by opposing end them. And I go for that. If you take up arms, you’ll end it, but if you sit around and wait for the one who’s in power to make up his mind that he should end it, you’ll be waiting a long time. And in my opinion the young generation of whites, blacks, browns, whatever else there is, you’re living at a time of extremism, a time of revolution, and now there has to be a change and a better world has to be built, and the only way it’s going to be built—is with extreme methods. And I, for one, will join with anyone—I don’t care what color you are—as long as you want to change this miserable condition that exists on this earth. (Oxford Union Queen and Country Debate, Oxford University, December 3, 1964)



Like Malcolm X, GenZ students turn toward the wind, staring directly and earnestly into their present and future, determined to exert their voices and perspectives. Their exposure to past and present literature, sciences, histories, and humanities allows, even empowers, this unique generation to say, “I choose my destiny.” And the myriad of texts to which we expose them informs, challenges, and compels them to always push back and move toward a truth and empowerment they seek. Some of us who are older may very well find such empowerment disconcerting—not of the “old ways.” But then, just what is a comprehensive education for lifelong literacy supposed to do, if not expose, awaken, engage, even challenge and open new, prescient doors of inquiry, exploration, and discovery? This is the broad scope of not just education for education’s sake but of reading and experiencing for oneself devoid of outside agendas—whatever they may be or from wherever they may emanate.

A student put this succinctly:


Elements of his writing are still relevant in today’s films and books, like his strong emotional themes, tropes, and character archetypes. Shakespeare’s works are quoted often by common people [everyday people] and even by more influential individuals, including civil rights leader Martin Luther King Jr., who was known to quote Shakespeare often. I believe the beautiful and unique work by William Shakespeare is still greatly relevant and appreciated now and will go on to remain relevant for centuries more. (Student, May 2023)



The plays comprising this series represent curricula inclusion around the country and also represent the angst some parents, activists, and politicians, even some fearful teachers, have about our continuing to include Shakespeare’s works. That said, there are many, many teachers who continue to teach William Shakespeare’s plays, not only allowing students from all walks of life to experience the man, his time, and the sheer scope of his thematic and powerful reach, but also privileging the voices and perspectives GenZ brings to the texts:


We can see in Shakespeare our contemporary and sometimes frightening range of humanity today—I am specifically thinking of our current political turmoil—is not unique, and that just like the evil monarchs such as Richard III appear in Shakespeare’s plays, they are always counterbalanced by bright rays of hope: in Romeo and Juliet, the union between the Montagues and Capulets at play’s end restoring peace and civility,… It is impossible for me to watch any performance or read any Shakespeare play—especially the tragedies—without leaving the theatre buoyed up by hope and respect for humankind, a deeper appreciation of the uses of the English language, and a feeling that I have been on a cathartic journey which leaves my students and me enriched, strengthened, and hopeful. (Winona Siegmund, Teacher, CGS)

I’m going to be honest, I’m not very knowledgeable on the subject of Shakespeare… I never really went out of my way to understand and retain it. All I know is that I can’t escape him. No matter how hard I try, and trust me, I try, he will always be somewhere, running through the media with his “art thous” and biting of thumbs. Perhaps people see themselves in the plays of Shakespeare. Maybe Shakespeare is a dramatization of the hardships we experience every day… Shakespeare has stained my life. One of those annoying stains that you can’t get out. A bright, colorful stain that’s easy to notice. But who cares? It was an ugly shirt anyway; might as well add some color. (Student, May 2023)

Taylor Swift’s “Love Story.” I LOVE the STORY of Romeo and Juliet. See what I did there? But in all honesty, there are so many Shakespeare inspired works (Rotten Tomatoes, West Side Story, Twelfth Grade Night, etc.) that I liked and remained relevant to me, and prove that Shakespeare will always be relevant. The first Shakespeare play I read was Macbeth when I was twelve and going to school in Azerbaijan. And even as a preteen studying in a foreign country, I loved the story and found it morbid, funny, and wise all at the same time. My Azerbaijani classmates liked it, too. Due to this unique experience, I think that anyone can enjoy and identify with Shakespeare’s works, no matter their age or country of origin. (Student, May 2023)

The five plays in this Folger series represent the universal and social depth and breadth of all Shakespeare’s poetry and plays—verisimilitude, relevance, our human condition—all writ large in the 21st century and beyond. Through characters, locations, time periods, challenges, and difference, William Shakespeare takes us all into real-life moments and decisions and actions—even into our not yet known or experienced—to illustrate the human thread joining and holding us all as one. Despite being several hundred years old, Shakespeare’s works have yet to Become antiquated. There are several reasons for this long-lasting relevance—namely the enduring themes. Shakespeare’s themes on humanity, morality, loss, and love remain relatable for people across all walks of life. (Student, May 2023)



In sum, a colleague asked me quite recently, “Jocelyn, why do you think students just don’t want to read?” To add to this query, at this writing, I have tracked an increasing, and to be honest, disturbing sentiment expressed on social media: some teachers positing, essentially, the same perspective. My response to both is the same: our students—elementary through graduate school—do read and write every day. They will also read what we assign in our classes. However, this generation of students first think or ask outright—Why? What do I get if I invest the time and effort? Most assuredly direct inquiries with which many veteran teachers and professors are unfamiliar—perhaps even resentful. But let’s be honest. Our students of a now patinated past most likely felt the same way. Remember the plethora of Cliffs Notes and Monarch Notes? I know I threw my share of students’ copies in the trash—wanting them to read for themselves.

Just like adults, our students, especially today, have a right to ask us Why? What do they get if they invest their time in reading assigned texts? Umberto Eco brilliantly answers why our students must continue reading and experiencing texts—for this series, William Shakespeare’s plays—and learning through performance:


Now a text, once it is written, no longer has anyone behind it; it has, on the contrary, when it survives, and for as long as it survives, thousands of interpreters ahead of it. Their reading of it generates other texts, which can be paraphrase, commentary, carefree exploitation, translation into other signs, words, images, even into music. (“Waiting for the millennium,” FMR No. 2, July 1981, 66)



To illustrate Eco’s assertion, I will leave it to one student and two people with whom all teachers and many students are familiar:


Shakespeare’s work is relevant because his legacy allows people from all walks of life to understand that they can make a difference. Although people from all walks of life may not always relate to his works, the impact that he made on modern literature and theater is undeniable. The lasting dreams that his works have provided for young people lay the groundwork for our future. Shakespeare’s living works are proof that one small man with one small pen can change the future of everything around him. (Student, May 2023)

I met and fell in love with Shakespeare… It was a state with which I felt myself most familiar. I pacified myself about his whiteness by saying after all he had been dead so long it couldn’t matter to anyone anymore. (Maya Angelou on her childhood introduction to and love of Shakespeare in I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, 1969)



and, as Malcolm X proclaimed:


I go for that. (Oxford Union Queen and Country Debate, Oxford University, December 3, 1964)








Why This Book?
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Peggy O’Brien

First, let’s start with YOU: If you are a schoolteacher, know that you are the most precious resource in the world. In every school, town, city, state, country, civilization, solar system or universe, there is none more valuable than you. It is hard, hard work and yet… you are doing the most important work on earth. Period.

At the Folger Shakespeare Library, we know this well and deeply, and that’s why you are a clear focus of our work. If you teach Shakespeare and other complex literature—and particularly if you are a middle or high school teacher—it is our mission, passion, and honor to serve you. Therefore… welcome to The Folger Guides to Teaching Shakespeare and our five volumes on teaching Hamlet, Macbeth, Othello, Romeo and Juliet, and A Midsummer Night’s Dream.

Here’s why this book: our overall purpose. We know that many of you find yourselves teaching plays that you don’t know well, or that you’ve taught so often that they are beginning to bore you to death. (You talk to us, and we listen.) So, these books give you fresh information and hopefully meaningful new ideas about the plays you teach most frequently, along with a very specific way to teach them to all students—highfliers, slow readers, the gamut. We see the Shakespeare content and the teaching methodology as one whole.

We often get these questions from y’all. You may recognize some or all of them:


	How on earth do I even begin to think about teaching a Shakespeare play? No one has really ever taught me how to teach Shakespeare and my own experience with Shakespeare as a high school student was… not great.

	How can Shakespeare possibly make sense in this day and age? In this changing world? Old dead white guy?

	Shakespeare can’t possibly be engaging to all my students, right? I mean, it’s true that really only the brightest kids will “get” Shakespeare, right?

	SO… what’s the Folger Method and how does it fit into all of this?

	I have to teach the “10th-grade Shakespeare play”—whatever it is—and I haven’t read it since high school, or maybe I have never read it.

	I’m a schoolteacher and don’t have extra time to spend studying up before I teach this stuff.

	
Doesn’t using those watered-down, “modernized” Shakespeare texts make it easier? Aren’t they the most obvious way to go?

	Can learning and teaching Shakespeare really be a great experience for my kids and for me too?



Our Folger Guides to Teaching Shakespeare are hopefully an answer to these questions too.

Here’s why this book: the Folger Method. At the Folger, not only are we home to the largest Shakespeare collection in the world but we have developed, over the last four decades or so, a way of teaching Shakespeare and other complex texts that is effective for all students. We’re talking well-developed content and methodology from the same source, and in your case, in the same book. Imagine!

The Folger Method is language-based, student-centered, interactive, and rigorous, and provides all students with ways into the language and therefore into the plays. Our focus is words, because the words are where Shakespeare started, and where scholars, actors, directors, and editors start. Shakespeare’s language turns out to be not a barrier but the way in. The lessons in this book are sequenced carefully, scaffolding your students’ path. They will find themselves close-reading, figuring out and understanding language, characters, and the questions that the play is asking. All of this when they may have started out with “Why doesn’t he write in English?” It’s pretty delicious. If you want to know more about the Folger Method right this minute, go to the chapter that starts on page 39.

A couple of things I want you to know right off the bat:


	Because the Folger Method involves lots of classroom work that is interactive and exciting (and even joyful), sometimes teachers are tempted to pull a few lessons out of this book and use them to spruce up whatever they usually do. Oh resist, please. Take the whole path and see what your students learn and what you learn.

	There is no “right” interpretation of any play (or work of literature, for that matter).
In working with the Folger Method principles and essentials, your students come up with their own sense of what’s going on in Romeo and Juliet. Their own interpretation. Not yours, or the interpretation of famous literary critics, but their own. And then they bring it to life. Exciting! That’s what we’re after, because the skills that they’ll develop in doing this—close-reading, analysis, collaboration, research—they will use forever.



	The Folger Method may call on you to teach differently than you have before. Be brave! You are not the explainer or the translator or the connector between your students and Shakespeare. You’re the architect who sets up the ways in which Shakespeare and your students discover each other… and we’ll show you very explicitly how to do that.



Here’s why this book: parts of the whole. Each of these guides is organized in the same way:


	
Part One is the big picture: Folger director Michael Witmore and Jocelyn Chadwick both take on the “Why Shakespeare?” question from very different angles. And Jocelyn brings students into the conversation too. Delicious!

	
Part Two is YOU and Romeo and Juliet. Through a set of short takes and one delicious long take, you’ll get a stronger sense of the play. The shorts are some speedy and pretty painless ways to learn both the basics and a few surprises about both Romeo and Juliet and Shakespeare.
The long take is “What Happens to Verona when the Torches Burn Bright,” an essay written for you by Ellen MacKay, an accomplished and celebrated Shakespeare scholar. We know that you have no “extra” time ever, but we also know that schoolteachers find connecting with new scholarship to be enlivening and compelling. New ways to look at old plays—new ways most often sparked by the changing world in which we live—continue to open up many new ways to look at Shakespeare. What you take away from MacKay’s essay may show up in your teaching soon, or maybe at some point, or maybe never—and all of those are good. You may agree with or grasp her perspective on Romeo and Juliet, or you may not; she will get you thinking, though—as she gets us thinking all the time—and that’s what we’re about.



	
Part Three is you, Romeo and Juliet, your students, and what happens in your classroom.

	The Folger Method is laid out clearly—and bonus: with the kind of energy that it produces in classrooms—so that you can get a sense of the foundational principles and practices before you all get into those lessons, and your own classroom starts buzzing.

	A five-week Romeo and Juliet unit, day-by-day lessons for your classes, with accompanying resources and/or handouts for each. We know that the people who are the smartest and most talented and creative about the “how” of teaching are those who are working in middle and high school classrooms every day. So, working schoolteachers created all of the “What Happens in Your Classroom” section of this book. They do what you do every day. While these writers were writing, testing, and revising for you and your classroom, they were teaching their own middle and high school kids in their own. And I am not mentioning their family obligations or even whispering the word pandemic. At the Folger, we are in awe of them, and for many of the same reasons, are in awe of all of you.

	Two essays full of practical advice about two groups of students whom teachers ask us about often. The first details and demonstrates the affinity that English Learners and Shakespeare and Romeo and Juliet have for one another. The second focuses on the deep connections that can flourish between students with intellectual and emotional disabilities and Shakespeare and Romeo and Juliet. No barriers to Shakespeare anywhere here.

	The last essay is packed with information and examples on pairing texts—how we make sure that students are exposed to the broad sweep of literature while at the same time are busy taking Shakespeare right off that pedestal and into conversations with authors of other centuries, races, genders, ethnicities, and cultures. This is where magic starts to happen!







This is Why You, and Why This Book, and now… back to YOU! Get busy! And as Juliet says to Romeo in Act 3 (and, OK, in a completely different context), “Hie hence … away!”! Get into this play! A joyful and energized journeyof mutual discovery is at hand—for you and your students. Get it all going in Verona! And tell us how it all goes. As always, we want to know everything. Get online with us! Follow us at folger.edu! Come visit our newly expanded building and new programs right near the Capitol in Washington, DC. You belong here! We will always leave the light on for you.






PART TWO [image: ] Getting Up to Speed, or Reviving Your Spirit, with Romeo and Juliet







Ten Amazing Things You May Not Know About Shakespeare
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Catherine Loomis and Michael LoMonico

The basics: Shakespeare was a playwright, poet, and actor who grew up in the market town of Stratford-upon-Avon, England, spent his professional life in London, and returned to Stratford a wealthy landowner. He was born in 1564—the same year Galileo was born and Michelangelo died. Shakespeare died in 1616, and Cervantes did too.

1. In the summer of 1564, an outbreak of bubonic plague killed one out of every seven people in Stratford, but the newborn William Shakespeare survived.

2. In Shakespeare’s family, the women were made of sterner stuff: Shakespeare’s mother, his sister Joan, his wife, Anne Hathaway, their daughters, and granddaughter all outlived their husbands. And Joan lived longer than all four of her brothers. The sad exception is Shakespeare’s younger sister, Anne. She died when she was seven and Shakespeare was fifteen.

3. Shakespeare appears in public records up until 1585, when he was a 21-year-old father of three, and then not until 1592, when he turns up in London as a playwright. During those lost years, he may have been a schoolmaster or tutor, and one legend has him fleeing to London to escape prosecution for deer poaching. No one has any idea really, but maybe there is a theatrical possibility: An acting company called the Queen’s Men was on tour in the summer of 1587, and, since one of their actors had been killed in a duel in Oxford, the town just down the road, the company arrived in Stratford minus an actor. At age 23, did Shakespeare leave his family and join them on tour?

4. Shakespeare wrote globally: in addition to all over Britain, his plays take you to Italy, Greece, Egypt, Turkey, Spain, France, Austria, Cyprus, Denmark and, in the case of The Tempest, pretty close to what was to become America.

5. Shakespeare died of a killer hangover. The Reverend John Ward, a Stratford vicar, wrote about Shakespeare’s death on April 23, 1616, this way: “Shakespeare, [Michael] Drayton, and Ben Jonson had a merry meeting, and it seems drank too hard, for Shakespeare died of a fever there contracted.”

6. On Shakespeare’s gravestone in Stratford’s Holy Trinity Church is a fierce curse on anyone who “moves my bones.” In 2016, archeologists used ground-penetrating radar to examine the grave, and… Shakespeare’s skull is missing.

7. Frederick Douglass escaped slavery and as a free man became a celebrated orator, statesman, and leader of the American abolitionist movement—and he was a student and lover of Shakespeare. Visitors to Cedar Hill, his home in DC’s Anacostia neighborhood, can see Douglass’s volumes of Shakespeare’s complete works still on his library shelves and a framed print of Othello and Desdemona on the parlor wall. In addition to studying and often referencing Shakespeare in his speeches, Douglass was an active member of his local Anacostia community theater group, the Uniontown Shakespeare Club.

8. Shakespeare is the most frequently produced playwright in the U.S. Despite this, American Theatre magazine has never crowned him America’s “Most Produced Playwright,” an honor bestowed annually based on data from nearly 400 theaters. He always wins by such a large margin—usually there are about five times more Shakespeare productions than plays by the second-place finisher—that the magazine decided to just set him aside so that other playwrights could have a chance to win.

9. While Nelson Mandela was incarcerated on South Africa’s Robben Island, one of the other political prisoners retained a copy of Shakespeare’s complete works, and secretly circulated it through the group. At his request, many of the other prisoners—including Mandela—signed their names next to their favorite passages.


Cowards die many times before their deaths;

The valiant only taste of death but once.

Of all the wonders that I yet have heard,

It seems to me most strange that men should fear,

Seeing that death, a necessary end,

Will come when it will come.



These lines from Julius Caesar were marked “N. R. Mandela, December 16, 1977.” Nelson Mandela was released from prison in 1990.

10. The Folger Shakespeare Library is in Washington, DC, and houses the largest Shakespeare collection in the world, just a block from the U.S. Capitol. We are Shakespeare’s home in America! We are abuzz with visitors and audience members from our own DC neighborhoods, from across the country and around the world: teachers and students, researchers and scholars, lovers of the performing arts, all kinds of learners, and the curious of all ages and stages. Find us online at folger.edu/teach—and do come visit our beautiful new spaces. Be a part of our lively and accessible exhibitions and programs, explore rare books and other artifacts, join a teaching workshop, and enjoy the magic of theatre, poetry, and music. We’re waiting for you, your classes, and your families!






Ten Amazing Things You May Not Know About Romeo and Juliet
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Catherine Loomis and Michael LoMonico

1. As he did with most of his plays, Shakespeare based Romeo and Juliet on a story already known to his audiences. Arthur Brooke’s 3,000-line poem, “The Tragicall History of Romeus and Juliet,” was first published in 1562 and was frequently reprinted after that. Shakespeare probably wrote Romeo and Juliet sometime between 1591 and 1595 and, per usual, he changed or improved upon his source. In Brooke’s poem, after the deaths of Romeus and Juliet, the Nurse is banished, the Apothecary is hanged, and Friar Lawrence becomes a hermit.

2. Perhaps more than any other Shakespeare play, the story of the love between Romeo and Juliet, the disapproving Capulets, and the rivalry between the Montagues and the Capulets and more has been retold, adapted, translated, and referenced for hundreds of years—in thousands of plays and films, in opera and ballet, in rap, rock and roll, jazz, hip-hop, and symphonic music, in television episodes and comic books, in cartoons and board books for babies, in online nuggets and in many, many other elements of popular culture.

3. Pablo Neruda—celebrated internationally and considered the national poet of Chile—published Romeo y Julieta in 1964. This was his own translated version of Romeo and Juliet. Neruda’s version is read routinely by students in Cuba and has become part of their study of Spanish-language literature.

4. “But soft, what light through yonder window breaks?” and “O Romeo, Romeo, wherefore art thou, Romeo?” are two of the most famous lines in all of Shakespeare. They appear in what most people call “the balcony scene”—Act 2, scene 2—even though Shakespeare doesn’t use the word balcony anywhere in the play. The Oxford English Dictionary tells us that the English word balcone—as it was spelled then—was first used in 1618… and Shakespeare’s play was old news by then.

5. In the play, Shakespeare sets Juliet’s age at 13, and Romeo’s age is not specified. In 16th-century real life, though, the average marriage age for women was 24, and for men it was 27.

6. Lady Montague is Romeo’s mother, and she appears only in the play’s first scene. She has only three lines, all in Act 1, scene 1. Scholars believe that her part was probably played by the same boy actor who played Juliet. Since Shakespeare’s plays routinely had more characters than his acting company had actors, the actors were used to “doubling,” or playing more than one part.

7. Folger Shakespeare (folger.edu/shakespeares-works) tells us that in the play, Romeo speaks 4,673 words and Juliet has 4,265 words. In his play, Hamlet speaks 11,613 words, far more than both of the star-crossed lovers put together.

8. Romeo and Juliet was printed and sold at bookstalls only after it was a success onstage. Its first two printings were in quartos—small books that today might look to us like cheap paperbacks: the first in 1597 (called Quarto 1 or Q1), and the second in 1599 (Q2). These quartos are different from each other in several ways. Juliet as written in Q1 is a girl who is very eager to get married! She says to Friar Lawrence, “Make hast(e), make hast(e), this lingring doth us wrong.” The Q2 Juliet is much less excited and more polite. This difference is an example of a textual variant. Often Shakespeare’s quartos give us versions of the same play that are different from one another, but no one is entirely sure how they came to differ.

9. Hands down, Romeo and Juliet is the most popular Shakespeare play in U.S. high schools. A ninth-grade favorite!

10. At the Folger Shakespeare Library, we have lots of Romeo and Juliets—395 different stand-alone editions of the play, for starters, and in 33 different languages: Arabic, Armenian, Bulgarian, Catalan, Chinese, Croatian, Czech, Danish, Dutch, English, Esperanto, French, German, Greek, Hebrew, Hindi, Hungarian, Icelandic, Italian, Japanese, Kannada, Polish, Portuguese, Romanian, Russian, Serbian, Spanish, Swedish, Thai, Tibetan, Turkish, Turkmen, and Ukrainian. Romeo and Juliet for all! We have promptbooks and playbills from many productions of the play, and in our Reading Room, you can have a look at the single largest item in our collection—a quite huge painting of the Capulets’ burial monument depicting the dead Romeo and Paris with Juliet and Friar Lawrence alive and perhaps trying to make sense of it all (Act 5, scene 3). Since its beginnings in 1971, the Folger Theatre has performed Romeo and Juliet seven times, and on that same stage in our Elizabethan Theatre, hundreds and hundreds of students have performed scenes from Romeo and Juliet during our Shakespeare Festivals, while hundreds more have staged the balcony scene in the theater flash mob–style: all balcony dwellers are Juliets and all clustered below onstage are Romeos!






What Happens in This Play Anyway?
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A Plot Summary of Romeo and Juliet

The prologue of Romeo and Juliet calls the title characters “star-crossed lovers”—and the stars do seem to conspire against these young lovers.

Romeo is a Montague, and Juliet a Capulet. Their families are enmeshed in a feud, but the moment they meet—when Romeo and his friends attend a party at Juliet’s house in disguise—the two fall in love and quickly decide that they want to be married.

A friar secretly marries them, hoping to end the feud. Romeo and his companions almost immediately encounter Juliet’s cousin Tybalt, who challenges Romeo. When Romeo refuses to fight, his friend Mercutio accepts the challenge and is killed. Romeo then kills Tybalt and is banished. He spends that night with Juliet and then leaves for Mantua.

Juliet’s father forces her into a marriage with Count Paris. To avoid this marriage, Juliet takes a potion, given her by the friar, that makes her appear dead. The friar will send Romeo word to be at her family tomb when she awakes. The plan goes awry, and Romeo learns instead that she is dead. In the tomb, Romeo kills himself. Juliet wakes, sees his body, and commits suicide. Their deaths appear finally to end the feud.






What Happens in This Play Anyway? A PLAY MAP OF ROMEO AND JULIET
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Mya Gosling and Peggy O’Brien
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What Happens to Verona when the Torches Burn Bright
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Ellen MacKay

No play of Shakespeare’s is as strongly associated with adolescence as Romeo and Juliet. Famously, it is a work about teenagers. The tragedy is unusual for its specification of Juliet’s age as not quite fourteen, and “young Romeo,” who starts the play shut away in his bedroom, “so secret and so close,” seems not much above that (2.4.121; 1.1.152). It is also a work for teenagers. Because it is common for the play to be the first work of Shakespeare’s that students are taught, Romeo and Juliet is well established as a high school rite of passage. Like the quadratic formula or parallel parking, it is a step on the ladder to informed maturity. Of course, its status as a curricular mainstay doesn’t ensure that the play is remembered in any particular way. Like the quadradic formula or parallel parking, its specifics are as likely to be forgotten as remembered. But what is assured by the fact that teachers keep teaching Romeo and Juliet to teenagers is the prominence that Anglo-American culture accords the work in the construction of a shared reality. If education is the key site for a nation to make its truths evident, Romeo and Juliet is teenaged in the sense that for decades it has been chosen to help realize the transition from child to citizen. Served up to a population on the brink of legal majority, and about to enjoy all the rights that come with that change in status (among them, the right to vote, the right to serve in the military, the right to consent to marriage, the right to control their own bodies and to administer their own property, etc.), the play shows something that the culture wants its budding members to know.

What is that something, though? Oddly for a work that is such a fixture of high school reading lists, this is a question without a clear answer. Editors of Shakespeare from the 18th and 19th centuries would be surprised to learn that Romeo and Juliet has become the most school-identified of Shakespeare’s works. In their time too, the play was considered adolescent, but not because of its content or its audience. (Nor was it because Shakespeare wrote the play in his youth—so far as we know, Shakespeare left behind no juvenilia; Romeo and Juliet likely dates from 1596, when the playwright was in his early thirties.) Rather, the play was classified as an immature work because it was seen as a less developed version of a genre that Shakespeare would go on to master. Judged in comparison with Hamlet (1600), Othello (1604), Macbeth (1606), and King Lear (1606), the four plays widely considered to be Shakespeare’s “great” tragedies, Romeo and Juliet has long been viewed as a less enlightening, less exemplary precursor.

This judgment has a lot to do with the narrow outlook of the leading couple. Tragedy in its classic Shakespearean form tends to end in an expanded view, with the fall of the protagonist shown in relation to the grand scheme of things. A guiding example is King Lear’s cry of self-reproach when the storm brings him face-to-face with his kingdom’s “houseless” and “unfed”: “O, I have ta’en / Too little care of this” (3.4.34, 36–37). The same pattern of ethical reckoning applies to Macbeth, Othello, and Claudius (Hamlet’s villainous uncle), whose crimes take on the scope of failures of the state. But Romeo and Juliet takes the opposite course. As the play hurtles toward its back-to-back suicides, the protagonists pull away from their social environments. By the fifth act, parents, the Prince, Nurse, Page, and Friar have all dropped out of the picture, leaving the lovers utterly alone. This depopulation of the stage is striking in light of the crowded scenes that have preceded it—the street brawl at the play’s start and the Capulets’ feast at the culmination of Act 1. Romeo and Juliet is a play that teems with life from all social levels, yet among its crowd of attendants, servants, gentlemen, ladies, citizens, and clergy, no one is on hand to correct the false reality in which the lovers ultimately find themselves. They die ignorant of the events that they have unleashed; even worse, they die ignorant of the needlessness of their own suicides.

By leaving its lovers in the dark, the tragedy has provoked a divided response. The view of early editors was that Romeo and Juliet fell short of tragic excellence by failing to expose and chastise its young heroes’ disobedience. The more recent consensus is that the play is great because it breaks free from old-fashioned literary conventions. Richard Wagner composed his opera Tristan and Isolde as a testament to this view (1859). He called the final aria, in which Isolde dies enraptured by her lover’s “shining” corpse, a Liebestod (meaning “love death”), a term that critics have used to describe the paradigm of self-immolating transcendence that Romeo and Juliet has made famous. One of the most quoted musical compositions in the 20th century—Leonard Bernstein draws from its shimmering chromatic ascension in the final notes of West Side Story—the Liebestod was the theme of youthful rebellion before rock-and-roll anthems entered the scene.

This pendulum swing from critical disappointment to exaltation tracks with modern art’s preference for rebellion over convention, and modern readers are correct to detect a willful irreverence at work in the play. In ways that seem designed to shake up the story’s received understanding, Shakespeare deviated from his sources when he composed Romeo and Juliet. Because there were multiple, well-known versions circulating in the 16th century, his flouting of tradition would have been highly visible to a Renaissance audience. He drew especially strongly on Arthur Brooke’s popular poem “The Tragicall Historye of Romeus and Juliet” (1562), which begins by announcing that the role of good literature is to give out “rules of chaste and honest life.” Brooke goes on to explain that Romeus and Juliet’s history is “tragical” because the lovers break several of those rules. First and worst of all, they fail to respect the “authority and advice of parents,” and second, they fail to shun the bad influence of “drunken gossips” (the Nurse) and “superstitious friars.” Quite pointedly, Shakespeare does not follow Brooke’s lead. When the Prologue promises a “fearful” tale of “star-crossed lovers” and “death-marked love,” he announces a play that is poised to jump the track of its own well-known, didactic precedents.

Yet Romeo and Juliet doesn’t exactly take the side of its teenagers either, given its merciless tour of the damage caused by their secret marriage. A searing example is Romeo’s murder of County Paris at the door to the Capulet crypt. When Romeo pauses over Paris’s body to lament a fellow victim of “sour misfortune,” it’s hard not to notice his total failure to hold himself accountable for his innocent rival’s death (5.3.83). If, as Juliet tells the Nurse, you can’t be too tired to talk if you have the breath to say so (2.5.31–32), then surely you can’t be too “desperate” to keep from killing a man if you have the presence of mind to warn him of your desperation (5.3.59). Here especially, but elsewhere too, the play cuts a jagged line between the fateful cruelty of a world that fails to accommodate the lovers’ desires and the seemingly inadvertent cruelty of Romeo and Juliet, whose belief that they are star-crossed gives license to devastating recklessness. If there is heroic transcendence to be found in the couple’s “death-marked love,” the couple’s disregard for the lives of others tugs hard against it.

It is this mingled construction that makes Romeo and Juliet a teenage play in the best sense. Uprooted from the hectoring tone of the story’s earlier versions, and unversed in the tragic form that will bring Shakespeare future glory, the play’s condition recalls Malvolio’s description of the youth Cesario in Twelfth Night: “Tis with him in standing water, between boy and man” (1.5.157). The middle space of adolescence, in which skepticism and alienation mix with moments of profound self- and social recognition, aptly describes the play’s turbulent vision, which lurches from the violent disorder in Verona’s streets, to the merry hospitality of the Capulets’ feast, to the electric jolt of love at first sight, to the occult experiments of the Friar’s cell, to the “grubs and eyeless skulls” of the grave (5.3.126). It also describes the unsettled state in which it concludes. The Prince’s rushed inquest, which merely recaps incidents that have already been witnessed, seems designed to show that Romeo and Juliet’s tragic “ambiguities” won’t be “clear[ed]” judicially (5.3.225). With the lovers dead, it lies with the audience to figure out what went wrong—the closing lines of the play demand as much with their instruction to “Go hence to have more talk of these sad things” (5.3.318). Such “talk” promises to be difficult work, since the lovers’ failure to make better choices is hopelessly entangled with the culture’s failure to envision better possibilities, beyond self-sacrificing obedience (the option that Brooke backed) and self-sacrificing resistance (the option that Wagner glorified in his opera). But it is also teenage work, since the capacity to set aside the given conditions of the world to ask what else might be possible is a quintessential virtue of youth. This invitation to notice and judge its construction of events is what makes the play ideal for educational use. Left to take up the unfinished business of pardoning and punishment, the audience is asked to participate in an ethical reckoning no less weighty than what King Lear, Macbeth, Othello, or Hamlet represent. Since achieving this expanded view means raising in conversation the “sad things” that the play’s theatrical action cannot resolve, one might even say that the classroom is the designated location of Romeo and Juliet’s last act. The archetypal domain of inquiry and debate, it provides a space to draw conclusions by the clear light of day.

Since the plot’s events are distorted by each character’s limited point of view, selecting the evidence for this postmortem is bound to be a challenge. A good place to start would seem to be the sonnet at the play’s opening, which summarizes the action from an impersonal distance:


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-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,

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.



Yet anyone who has “with patient ears attend[ed]” the play will recognize that the Chorus’s neutral appearance is deceptive. What this sonnet tells the audience isn’t strictly wrong—as promised, the overthrow and suicide of “a pair of star-crossed lovers” will dispel the “ancient grudge” that divides “two households” (Prol. 6, 3, 1). Omitted from this account, however, is the destruction the lovers’ misadventures leaves in its wake. Beyond the protagonist “pair,” a heap of corpses will pile up by the play’s end, and several more characters will hover on death’s brink. A complete list of lives taken or put in peril would include Mercutio, Tybalt, and County Paris, who are killed while performing roles or asserting rights they do not know have been materially changed by the couple’s secret marriage; Lady Montague, who perishes offstage from her sorrow at Romeo’s exile, ignorant of his return; Lady Capulet, who says she cannot recover from the sight of her ostensibly dead daughter’s second, actual death; and Friar Lawrence, the Nurse, and the “poor pothecary,” who will end the play in jeopardy for the parts they played in the lovers’ plots (in Brooke’s version, the Friar is pardoned, the Nurse is banished, and the apothecary is hanged). Viewed in retrospect, the Chorus’s reduction of the death count to a single “pair” is a very selective record of the play’s human cost (Prol. 6).

Much like the assurance that Romeo and Juliet will speed by in a mere “two hours”—a running time that is far too short for a work of more than three thousand lines—the Chorus’s claim that the couple’s death “remove[s]” the city’s “strife” is on several counts a miscalculation. It disregards the many casualties that the audience has witnessed to single out only one pair of lives, and only one pair of deaths, as important. It asserts a restored civility that the play doesn’t show, since Romeo and Juliet ends in the mixed mood of a “glooming peace,” with justice deferred, not restored (“some shall be pardoned, and some punishèd” ([5.3.319]). And it tilts the play into a realm of fateful inevitability with the dubious assertion that “naught” but the lovers’ deaths “could remove” the feud between the families. That “naught” is especially galling in light of the alternative plan for peace-making that is raised only to be abandoned. Friar Lawrence consents to marry Romeo and Juliet out of the conviction that their “alliance” will “turn [their] households’ rancor to pure love” (2.4.87, 88). Among the play’s most painful possibilities is that this prediction might well have come true if the Friar had chosen to follow through on it, by alerting the families to their children’s union.

Reading the Prologue in retrospect, after having already seen the incidents it foretells, exposes a gap between the play’s course of events and its poetic expression. This is a foundational concern among those who study literature—it’s the same problem George Orwell raises when he warns that language corrupts thought. Orwell’s point is that stale metaphors and pat phrases can do real damage by packaging people and actions in terms that constrain what they can mean. The tremendous popularity of sonnets in the late 16th century caused a similar difficulty for poets like Shakespeare. The public couldn’t get enough of verses describing the beauty of the beloved or the anguish of the speaker who longs for her, but as these tropes flooded the literary marketplace, it became increasingly difficult to profess love in a way that felt personal or sincere. Shakespeare leans into this dilemma, first by having Mercutio make fun of Romeo for acting like a cliché (“Cry but ‘Ay me,’ pronounce but ‘love’ and ‘dove’ ” [2.1.12–13]), and then by having Juliet abandon “form” and “compliment” when she is overheard confessing her “passion” in the balcony scene (2.2.93, 94, 109). Her utter sincerity sets the lovers apart from love poetry’s well-rehearsed moves. Hence, the sonnet, a form so familiar that Mercutio will mock its “by-the-numbers” composition (1.4.40), is an ideal way for Shakespeare to introduce these two prospects at once: the love story’s poetic formula, and the mishaps and “overthrows” that will single this couple out (321).
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