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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
yet even fourteen. 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 that they attend, since that will allow Romeo
to compare his beloved to other beautiful women of 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 kiss, not 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.
Romeo 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.

Character List

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
relative 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 naive 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.
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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
is idealistic and intense. The Nurse believes in love and wants Juliet to have a nice-
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 presumptuous
toward, 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.
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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 (IV.iv.128-166).

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

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 first kissing Juliet, she 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.107). 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
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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, naive 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 ii1).

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 five-
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 territory in Romeo and Juliet. He is a
kindhearted cleric who helps Romeo and Juliet throughout the play. He performs


javascript:ScrollingPopup('http://www.sparknotes.com/shakespeare/romeojuliet/terms/char_3.html', 'c02d8060fa', '500', '500')
javascript:ScrollingPopup('http://www.sparknotes.com/shakespeare/romeojuliet/terms/char_3.html', 'c02d8060fa', '500', '500')
javascript:ScrollingPopup('http://www.sparknotes.com/shakespeare/romeojuliet/terms/char_3.html', 'c02d8060fa', '500', '500')
javascript:ScrollingPopup('http://www.sparknotes.com/shakespeare/romeojuliet/terms/char_3.html', 'c02d8060fa', '500', '500')

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 of characters 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 a 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 Romeos 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.

Themes, Motifs & Symbols

Themes

Themes are the fundamental and often universal ideas explored in a literary work.
The Forcefulness of Love

Romeo and Juliet is the most famous love story in the English literary tradition. Love
is naturally the play’s dominant and most important theme. The play focuses on
romantic love, specifically the intense passion that springs up at first sight between
Romeo and Juliet. In Romeo and Juliet, love is a violent, ecstatic, overpowering force
that supersedes all other values, loyalties, and emotions. In the course of the play, the
young lovers are driven to defy their entire social world: families (“Deny thy father
and refuse thy name,” Juliet asks, “Or if thou wilt not, be but sworn my love, / And
I’ll no longer be a Capulet™); friends (Romeo abandons Mercutio and Benvolio after
the feast in order to go to Juliet’s garden); and ruler (Romeo returns to Verona for
Juliet’s sake after being exiled by the Prince on pain of death in I1.i.76—78). Love is
the overriding theme of the play, but a reader should always remember that
Shakespeare is uninterested in portraying a prettied-up, dainty version of the emotion,
the kind that bad poets write about, and whose bad poetry Romeo reads while pining
for Rosaline. Love in Romeo and Juliet is a brutal, powerful emotion that captures
individuals and catapults them against their world, and, at times, against themselves.
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The powerful nature of love can be seen in the way it is described, or, more
accurately, the way descriptions of it so consistently fail to capture its entirety. At
times love is described in the terms of religion, as in the fourteen lines when Romeo
and Juliet first meet. At others it is described as a sort of magic: “Alike bewitched by
the charm of looks™ (II.Prologue.6). Juliet, perhaps, most perfectly describes her love
for Romeo by refusing to describe it: “But my true love is grown to such excess / |
cannot sum up some of half my wealth” (I11.1.33-34). Love, in other words, resists
any single metaphor because it is too powerful to be so easily contained or
understood.

Romeo and Juliet does not make a specific moral statement about the relationships
between love and society, religion, and family; rather, it portrays the chaos and
passion of being in love, combining images of love, violence, death, religion, and
family in an impressionistic rush leading to the play’s tragic conclusion.

Love as a Cause of Violence

The themes of death and violence permeate Romeo and Juliet, and they are always
connected to passion, whether that passion is love or hate. The connection between
hate, violence, and death seems obvious. But the connection between love and
violence requires further investigation.

Love, in Romeo and Juliet, is a grand passion, and as such it is blinding; it can
overwhelm a person as powerfully and completely as hate can. The passionate love
between Romeo and Juliet is linked from the moment of its inception with death:
Tybalt notices that Romeo has crashed the feast and determines to kill him just as
Romeo catches sight of Juliet and falls instantly in love with her. From that point on,
love seems to push the lovers closer to love and violence, not farther from it. Romeo
and Juliet are plagued with thoughts of suicide, and a willingness to experience it: in
Act III, scene 111, Romeo brandishes a knife in Friar Lawrence’s cell and threatens to
kill himself after he has been banished from Verona and his love. Juliet also pulls a
knife in order to take her own life in Friar Lawrence’s presence just three scenes
later. After Capulet decides that Juliet will marry Paris, Juliet says, “If all else fail,
myself have power to die” (Ill.v.242). Finally, each imagines that the other looks
dead the morning after their first, and only, sexual experience (“Methinks I see thee,”
Juliet says, . . . as one dead in the bottom of a tomb” (IIl.v.242; 111.v.55-56). This
theme continues until its inevitable conclusion: double suicide. This tragic choice is
the highest, most potent expression of love that Romeo and Juliet can make. It is only
through death that they can preserve their love, and their love is so profound that they
are willing to end their lives in its defense. In the play, love emerges as an amoral
thing, leading as much to destruction as to happiness. But in its extreme passion, the
love that Romeo and Juliet experience also appears so exquisitely beautiful that few
would want, or be able, to resist its power.

The Individual Versus Society

Much of Romeo and Juliet involves the lovers’ struggles against public and social
institutions that either explicitly or implicitly oppose the existence of their love. Such
structures range from the concrete to the abstract: families and the placement of
familial power in the father; law and the desire for public order; religion; and the
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social importance placed on masculine honor. These institutions often come into
conflict with each other. The importance of honor, for example, time and again
results in brawls that disturb the public peace.

Though they do not always work in concert, each of these societal institutions in
some way present obstacles for Romeo and Juliet. The enmity between their families,
coupled with the emphasis placed on loyalty and honor to kin, combine to create a
profound conflict for Romeo and Juliet, who must rebel against their heritages.
Further, the patriarchal power structure inherent in Renaissance families, wherein the
father controls the action of all other family members, particularly women, places
Juliet in an extremely vulnerable position. Her heart, in her family’s mind, is not hers
to give. The law and the emphasis on social civility demands terms of conduct with
which the blind passion of love cannot comply. Religion similarly demands priorities
that Romeo and Juliet cannot abide by because of the intensity of their love. Though
in most situations the lovers uphold the traditions of Christianity (they wait to marry
before consummating their love), their love is so powerful that they begin to think of
each other in blasphemous terms. For example, Juliet calls Romeo “the god of my
idolatry,” elevating Romeo to level of God (I1.i.156). The couple’s final act of suicide
is likewise un-Christian. The maintenance of masculine honor forces Romeo to
commit actions he would prefer to avoid. But the social emphasis placed on
masculine honor is so profound that Romeo cannot simply ignore them.

It is possible to see Romeo and Juliet as a battle between the responsibilities and
actions demanded by social institutions and those demanded by the private desires of
the individual. Romeo and Juliet’s appreciation of night, with its darkness and
privacy, and their renunciation of their names, with its attendant loss of obligation,
make sense in the context of individuals who wish to escape the public world. But the
lovers cannot stop the night from becoming day. And Romeo cannot cease being a
Montague simply because he wants to; the rest of the world will not let him. The
lovers’ suicides can be understood as the ultimate night, the ultimate privacy.

The Inevitability of Fate

In its first address to the audience, the Chorus states that Romeo and Juliet are “star-
crossed”—that is to say that fate (a power often vested in the movements of the stars)
controls them (Prologue.6). This sense of fate permeates the play, and not just for the
audience. The characters also are quite aware of it: Romeo and Juliet constantly see
omens. When Romeo believes that Juliet is dead, he cries out, “Then I defy you,
stars,” completing the idea that the love between Romeo and Juliet is in opposition to
the decrees of destiny (V.1.24). Of course, Romeo’s defiance itself plays into the
hands of fate, and his determination to spend eternity with Juliet results in their
deaths. The mechanism of fate works in all of the events surrounding the lovers: the
feud between their families (it is worth noting that this hatred is never explained;
rather, the reader must accept it as an undeniable aspect of the world of the play); the
horrible series of accidents that ruin Friar Lawrence’s seemingly well-intentioned
plans at the end of the play; and the tragic timing of Romeo’s suicide and Juliet’s
awakening. These events are not mere coincidences, but rather manifestations of fate
that help bring about the unavoidable outcome of the young lovers’ deaths.
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The concept of fate described above is the most commonly accepted interpretation.
There are other possible readings of fate in the play: as a force determined by the
powerful social institutions that influence Romeo and Juliet’s choices, as well as fate
as a force that emerges from Romeo and Juliet’s very personalities.

Motifs

Motifs are recurring structures, contrasts, or literary devices that can help to develop
and inform the text’s major themes.

Light/Dark Imagery

One of the play’s most consistent visual motifs is the contrast between light and dark,
often in terms of night/day imagery. This contrast is not given a particular metaphoric
meaning—Ilight is not always good, and dark is not always evil. On the contrary, light
and dark are generally used to provide a sensory contrast and to hint at opposed
alternatives. One of the more important instances of this motif is Romeo’s lengthy
meditation on the sun and the moon during the balcony scene, in which Juliet,
metaphorically described as the sun, is seen as banishing the “envious moon” and
transforming the night into day (I1.1.46). A similar blurring of night and day occurs in
the early morning hours after the lovers’ only night together. Romeo, forced to leave
for exile in the morning, and Juliet, not wanting him to leave her room, both try to
pretend that it is still night, and that the light is actually darkness: “More light and
light, more dark and dark our woes” (I11.v.36).

Opposite Points of View

Shakespeare includes numerous speeches and scenes in Romeo and Juliet that hint at
alternative ways to evaluate the play. Shakespeare uses two main devices in this
regard: Mercutio and servants. Mercutio consistently skewers the viewpoints of all
the other characters in play: he sees Romeo’s devotion to love as a sort of blindness
that robs Romeo from himself; similarly, he sees Tybalt’s devotion to honor as blind
and stupid. His punning and the Queen Mab speech can be interpreted as
undercutting virtually every passion evident in the play. Mercutio serves as a critic of
the delusions of righteousness and grandeur held by the characters around him.
Where Mercutio is a nobleman who openly criticizes other nobles, the views offered
by servants in the play are less explicit. There is the Nurse who lost her baby and
husband, the servant Peter who cannot read, the musicians who care about their lost
wages and their lunches, and the Apothecary who cannot afford to make the moral
choice, the lower classes present a second tragic world to counter that of the nobility.
The nobles’ world is full of grand tragic gestures. The servants’ world, in contrast, is
characterized by simple needs, and early deaths brought about by disease and poverty
rather than dueling and grand passions. Where the nobility almost seem to revel in
their capacity for drama, the servants’ lives are such that they cannot afford tragedy
of the epic kind.

Symbols
Symbols are objects, characters, figures, or colors used to represent abstract ideas or
concepts.
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Poison

In his first appearance, in Act II, scene i1, Friar Lawrence remarks that every plant,
herb, and stone has its own special properties, and that nothing exists in nature that
cannot be put to both good and bad uses. Thus, poison is not intrinsically evil, but is
instead a natural substance made lethal by human hands. Friar Lawrence’s words
prove true over the course of the play. The sleeping potion he gives Juliet is
concocted to cause the appearance of death, not death itself, but through
circumstances beyond the Friar’s control, the potion does bring about a fatal result:
Romeo’s suicide. As this example shows, human beings tend to cause death even
without intending to. Similarly, Romeo suggests that society is to blame for the
apothecary’s criminal selling of poison, because while there are laws prohiting the
apothecary from selling poison, there are no laws that would help the apothecary
make money. Poison symbolizes human society’s tendency to poison good things and
make them fatal, just as the pointless Capulet-Montague feud turns Romeo and
Juliet’s love to poison. After all, unlike many of the other tragedies, this play does not
have an evil villain, but rather people whose good qualities are turned to poison by
the world in which they live.

Thumb-biting

In Act I, scene I, the buffoonish Samson begins a brawl between the Montagues and
Capulets by flicking his thumbnail from behind his upper teeth, an insulting gesture
known as biting the thumb. He engages in this juvenile and vulgar display because he
wants to get into a fight with the Montagues but doesn’t want to be accused of
starting the fight by making an explicit insult. Because of his timidity, he settles for
being annoying rather than challenging. The thumb-biting, as an essentially
meaningless gesture, represents the foolishness of the entire Capulet/Montague feud
and the stupidity of violence in general.

Queen Mab

In Act I, scene 1v, Mercutio delivers a dazzling speech about the fairy Queen Mab,
who rides through the night on her tiny wagon bringing dreams to sleepers. One of
the most noteworthy aspects of Queen Mab’s ride is that the dreams she brings
generally do not bring out the best sides of the dreamers, but instead serve to confirm
them in whatever vices they are addicted to—for example, greed, violence, or lust.
Another important aspect of Mercutio’s description of Queen Mab is that it is
complete nonsense, albeit vivid and highly colorful. Nobody believes in a fairy pulled
about by “a small grey-coated gnat” whipped with a cricket’s bone (I.iv.65). Finally,
it is worth noting that the description of Mab and her carriage goes to extravagant
lengths to emphasize how tiny and insubstantial she and her accoutrements are.
Queen Mab and her carriage do not merely symbolize the dreams of sleepers, they
also symbolize the power of waking fantasies, daydreams, and desires. Through the
Queen Mab imagery, Mercutio suggests that all desires and fantasies are as
nonsensical and fragile as Mab, and that they are basically corrupting. This point of
view contrasts starkly with that of Romeo and Juliet, who see their love as real and
ennobling.
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Useful Links:

http://www.manteno5.org/webquest/high/LanguageArts/RomeoandJuliet/mainframe.
html

(Romeo and Juliet. A Quest Upon the Web)

http://nfs.sparknotes.com/romeojuliet/

(You can read the whole play if you wish. Here you will find a modern English
translation of the tragedy)

http://www.isabelperez.com/webquest/romeo/

(Another Webquest!)

Look at Dire Straits’ video of the song Romeo and Juliet (www.youtube.com)
http://www.bbc.co.uk/drama/shakespeare/60secondshakespeare/themes_romeojuliet.s
html




