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BA I – OPT. ENG. – UNDERSTANDING ENGLISH DRAMA 

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE’S ROMEO AND JULIET 

 

William Shakespeare (1564 – 1616) 

Biography 

The author of the world renown 37 plays and 154 sonnets, William Shakespeare is widely considered 

to be the greatest writer in the English language. In his 52 years of life Shakespeare transformed 

himself from the son of a small-town glovemaker to a favourite playwright of Queen Elizabeth and 

King James and of the whole world. Today he is celebrated as the most popular writer in the English 

language. 

William Shakespeare was born in Stratford-upon-Avon on 23rd April 1564. His father William was a 

successful local businessman, and his mother Mary was the daughter of a landowner. There is no 

evidence of his education. However, in 1582 William, aged only 18, married an older woman named 

Anne Hathaway aged 26. They had three children, Susanna, Hamnet and Judith. Their only son Hamnet 

died aged just 11. 

After his marriage, information about the life of Shakespeare is sketchy, but it seems he spent most of 

his time in London – writing and acting in his plays. 

Due to some well-timed investments, Shakespeare was able to secure a firm financial background, 

leaving time for writing and acting. The best of these investments was buying some real estate near 

Stratford in 1605, which soon doubled in value. 

Shakespeare died in 1616 at the age of 52 in his home town of Stratford-Upon-Avon. 

Career as a Dramatist 

William began his career as a playwright in London in 1592. Soon he himself started acting and also 

became part-owner of a playwright company known as the ‘Lord Chamberlain’s Men.’ King James I 

renamed it as ‘The King’s Men.’ Many of Shakespeare’s plays were performed at the Globe Theatre. 

Many of his plays were written in the latter half of his career. Shakespeare then underwent a series of 

ups and downs owing to the outbreak of the bubonic plague due to which the theatres had to be shut 

down. The Globe Theatre caught fire too. However, it was rebuilt again. 

It seemed Shakespeare didn’t mind being absent from his family – he only returned home during Lent 

when all the theatres were closed. It is thought that during the 1590s he wrote the majority of his 

sonnets. This was a time of prolific writing and his plays developed a good deal of interest and 

controversy. His early plays were mainly comedies (e.g. Much Ado about Nothing, A Midsummer’s 

Night Dream) and histories (e.g. Henry V) 

By the early Seventeenth Century, Shakespeare had begun to write plays in the genre of tragedy. These 

plays, such as Hamlet, Othello, Romeo and Juliet and King Lear, often hinge on some fatal error or 

flaw in the lead character and provide fascinating insights into the darker aspects of human nature. 

These later plays are considered Shakespeare’s finest achievements. 

http://www.dr-prafull.ga/


2 
 

 
BA I – Opt. Eng. – Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. Notes compiled by Dr Prafull, Naigaon. www.dr-prafull.ga 

William Shakespeare wrote 154 sonnets mostly in the 1590s. These short poems, deal with issues such 

as lost love. His sonnets have an enduring appeal due to his formidable skill with language and words. 

William Shakespeare Plays 

• Shakespeare wrote 37 plays in his lifetime. Some of his most famous works are Hamlet, King 

Lear, Macbeth, Romeo and Juliet, Othello, Merchant of Venice and Julius Caesar. 

• To this day, Hamlet is probably his most quoted and reproduced tragedy. It is also Shakespeare’s 

longest play. 

William Shakespeare Facts 

• William Shakespeare did not attend college. 

• During Shakespeare’s time, women were not permitted to act in plays, so in all of his plays, the 

female characters were played by men. 

• Shakespeare had no interest in getting his plays published; he wanted them to be performed on 

stage instead. 

• Shakespeare is credited with introducing almost 3,000 words to the English language. 

=======X======= 

Romeo and Juliet 

Introduction 

Romeo and Juliet is a tragedy written by William Shakespeare between 1591-1595, and it remains one 

of his most popular and frequently performed plays. The romance between Romeo and Juliet has 

become the foundation for many derivative romantic works and established the title characters as the 

best known of any young lovers in literature. Shakespeare borrowed from other famous tales written 

earlier in the sixteenth century but expanded upon the plot and characters to create his own version of 

the famous story. 

Characters of the Play: 

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. 

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. 
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Juliet - The daughter of Capulet and Lady Capulet. A beautiful thirteen-year-old girl, Juliet begins the 

play as a naïve child who has thought little about love and marriage, but she grows up quickly upon 

falling in love with Romeo, the son of her family’s great enemy.  

Friar Lawrence - A Franciscan friar, friend to both Romeo and Juliet. Kind, civic-minded, a 

proponent of moderation, and always ready with a plan, Friar Lawrence secretly marries the 

impassioned lovers in hopes that the union might eventually bring peace to Verona. As well as being 

a Catholic holy man, Friar Lawrence is also an expert in the use of seemingly mystical potions and 

herbs. 

Mercutio - A kinsman to the Prince, and Romeo’s close friend. One of the most extraordinary 

characters in all of Shakespeare’s plays, Mercutio overflows with imagination, wit, and, at times, a 

strange, biting satire and brooding fervor. Mercutio loves wordplay, especially sexual double 

entendres. He can be quite hotheaded, and hates people who are affected, pretentious, or obsessed with 

the latest fashions. He finds Romeo’s romanticized ideas about love tiresome, and tries to convince 

Romeo to view love as a simple matter of sexual appetite. 

The Nurse - Juliet’s nurse, the woman who breast-fed Juliet when she was a baby and has cared for 

Juliet her entire life. A vulgar, long-winded, and sentimental character, the Nurse provides comic relief 

with her frequently inappropriate remarks and speeches. But, until a disagreement near the play’s end, 

the Nurse is Juliet’s faithful confidante and loyal intermediary in Juliet’s affair with Romeo. She 

provides a contrast with Juliet, given that her view of love is earthy and sexual, whereas Juliet 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. 

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 her, acting as if they are 

already married. 

Benvolio - Montague’s nephew, Romeo’s cousin and thoughtful friend, he makes a genuine effort to 

defuse violent scenes in public places, though Mercutio accuses him of having a nasty temper in 

private. He spends most of the play trying to help Romeo get his mind off Rosaline, even after Romeo 

has fallen in love with Juliet. 

Prince Escalus - The Prince of Verona. A kinsman of Mercutio and Paris. As the seat of political 

power in Verona, he is concerned about maintaining the public peace at all costs. 

Friar John - A Franciscan friar charged by Friar Lawrence with taking the news of Juliet’s false death 

to Romeo in Mantua. Friar John is held up in a quarantined house, and the message never reaches 

Romeo. 

Balthasar - Romeo’s dedicated servant, who brings Romeo the news of Juliet’s death, unaware that 

her death is a ruse. 

Sampson & Gregory - Two servants of the house of Capulet, who, like their master, hate the 

Montagues. At the outset of the play, they successfully provoke some Montague men into a fight. 

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

The Apothecary - An apothecary in Mantua. Had he been wealthier, he might have been able to afford 

to value his morals more than money, and refused to sell poison to Romeo. 

Peter - A Capulet servant who invites guests to Capulet’s feast and escorts the Nurse to meet with 

Romeo. He is illiterate, and a bad singer. 
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Rosaline - The woman with whom Romeo is infatuated at the beginning of the play. Rosaline never 

appears onstage, but it is said by other characters that she is very beautiful and has sworn to live a life 

of chastity. 

The Chorus - The Chorus is a single character who, as developed in Greek drama, functions as a 

narrator offering commentary on the play’s plot and themes. 

 

Plot and Setting 

 

The play is set in Verona, Italy, and begins with a scuffle between members the rival families 

Montague and Capulet. The two families are sworn enemies. The beginning scuffle is between servants 

of those two houses, and shows that the ill will and animosity of the families runs through the families 

from the primary members of the family down to their servants. 

Capulet, the head of the house of Capulet, has begun receiving interested suitors for his young daughter 

Juliet. Though her father asks Count Paris, a kinsman of Prince Escalus of Verona, to wait two years 

for their betrothal, he invites him to attend a Capulet ball. Juliet's mother and nurse try to convince 

Juliet that a match with Paris would be a good one. 

On the Montague side of the family, young Romeo, Montague's son, is explaining his recent depression 

to cousin Benvolio. Romeo feels heartbroken from his unreturned affection towards a Capulet niece 

named Rosaline. Despite the danger of sneaking into a Capulet ball, Romeo attends, hoping to woo 

Rosaline. Instead he sees Juliet and falls in love with her instead. When Juliet's cousin Tybalt finds out 

Romeo has been at the ball, he has murderous intentions. Juliet's father discourages the violence, not 

wanting blood spilt at his home. 

After their initial meeting, Juliet secretly professes her love for Romeo who is listening at the bottom 

of her balcony. As he makes his presence known to her, they imagine their futures together and agree 

to be married the next day by the Friar Laurence. The Friar hopes their union may reconcile the two 

feuding families. 

Tybalt, still enraged, seeks out Romeo and challenges him to a duel, but Romeo declines the fight, 

believing Tybalt should be his new kinsman. Romeo's friend Mercutio takes on the duel on Romeo's 

behalf and is mortally wounded. Romeo is wracked with guilt and grief and finally confronts and kills 

Tybalt. Though Montague argues on his son's behalf, the Prince exiles Romeo from Verona under 

penalty of death. Romeo hides in Juliet's chamber for the night where the consummate their marriage. 

Capulet attempts to marry Juliet to Paris and is dismayed when she refuses. Her pleas to her mother to 

delay the marriage fall upon deaf ears. Going again to the Friar Laurence for help, she obtains a potion 

that will make her appear to be in a deathlike coma. The Friar tells Juliet he will send a messenger to 

inform Romeo and that after she is laid in the family crypt she can run away with Romeo. 

The message is tragically not relayed to Romeo and he hears instead of her death from his servant. He 

buys his own poison and goes to her body, running into Paris at the crypt. In the ensuing battle Romeo 

kills Paris and then drinks the poison to end his own life. 

When Juliet awakens to find her lover dead beside her, she ends her own life by stabbing herself with 

a dagger. The two rival families meet at the tomb to find the lovers and Paris all dead. In their grief 

they are finally guided towards reconciliation by the Friar Laurence. 
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Plot in detail / Summary of Romeo and Juliet 

Day 1 — Sunday: Act I, Scene 1-Act II, Scene 2 

As the play begins, a long-standing feud between the Montague and Capulet families continues to 

disrupt the peace of Verona, a city in northern Italy. A brawl between the servants of the feuding 

households prompts the Prince to threaten both sides to keep the peace on pain of death. 

Benvolio advises his lovesick friend Romeo, (son of Montague), to abandon his unrequited love for 

Rosaline and seek another. 

That night, Capulet holds a masked ball to encourage a courtship between his daughter, Juliet, and 

Paris, a relative of the Prince. Concealing their identities behind masks, Romeo and Benvolio go to the 

ball, where Romeo and Juliet fall in love at first sight, but at the end of the evening discover their 

identities as members of the opposed families. On his way home from the feast, Romeo climbs into 

Capulet's orchard to glimpse Juliet again. Juliet appears at her balcony, and the couple exchange vows 

of love, agreeing to marry the next day. 

Day 2 — Monday: Act II, Scene 3-Act III, Scene 4 

Romeo asks Friar Laurence to perform the marriage ceremony. Though initially reluctant, he finally 

agrees, hoping to reconcile the families, and marries Romeo and Juliet that afternoon. 

Meanwhile, Tybalt, Juliet's cousin, sends Romeo a challenge to a duel. Romeo refuses to fight when 

Tybalt confronts him because they're now related. However, Mercutio, Romeo's quick-tempered 

friend, intervenes and accepts the challenge. Romeo tries to part the other two as they fight, but 

Mercutio is fatally wounded under Romeo's arm. To avenge Mercutio's death, Romeo kills Tybalt and 

then flees. 

The Prince announces Romeo's banishment for Tybalt's murder. Romeo, in hiding at the Friar's cell, 

becomes hysterical at the news of his sentence and tries to kill himself, but the Friar promises to make 

Romeo's marriage to Juliet public and gain the Prince's pardon. Romeo and Juliet celebrate their 

wedding night before he leaves at dawn for Mantua. 

Day 3 — Tuesday: Act III, Scene 5-Act IV, Scene 3 

That morning, Juliet discovers that her father has arranged for her to marry Paris on Thursday. The 

Capulets, unaware that Juliet is grieving for Romeo's exile rather than Tybalt's death, believe the 

wedding will distract her from mourning. Distressed at the prospect of a false marriage and isolated 

from her family, Juliet seeks advice from Friar Laurence, who offers her a sleeping potion to make her 

appear dead for 42 hours. During this time, the Friar will send a message to Romeo in Mantua so that 

Romeo can return to Verona in time for Juliet to awake. 

Juliet returns home and agrees to marry Paris. In a moment of euphoria, Capulet brings the wedding 

forward from Thursday to Wednesday, thereby forcing Juliet to take the potion that night and reducing 

the time for the message to reach Romeo. 

Day 4 — Wednesday: Act IV, Scene 4-Act V, Scene 2 

Early on Wednesday morning, Juliet's seemingly lifeless body is discovered and she is placed in the 

family tomb. Because an outbreak of the plague prevents the Friar's messenger from leaving Verona, 

Romeo now receives news of Juliet's death instead. Desperate, Romeo buys poison from an apothecary 

and returns to Verona. 
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Late that night, Romeo enters the Capulet tomb, but is confronted by Paris, whom he fights and kills. 

Still unaware that Juliet is in fact alive, Romeo takes the poison and dies. The Friar, arriving too late, 

discovers the bodies as Juliet begins to stir. He begs her to leave with him, but Juliet refuses, and then 

stabs herself with Romeo's dagger. 

Day 5 — Thursday: Act V, Scene 3 

As dawn breaks, the Watch arrives, closely followed by the Prince, who demands a full inquiry into 

what has happened. The two families then arrive, and the Friar comes forward to explain the tragic 

sequence of events. The deaths of Romeo and Juliet finally bring the feud to an end as Montague and 

Capulet join hands in peace. 

===== x ===== 

Character Analysis 

Characteristics features of the Protagonist - Romeo 

The name Romeo, in popular culture, has become nearly synonymous with “lover.” Romeo, in Romeo 

and Juliet, is the protagonist of this Shakespearean love epic. In the play, he 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 (1.5.107). 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 behaviour dominates 

Romeo’s character throughout the play and contributes to the ultimate tragedy that befalls the lovers. 

Had Romeo restrained himself from killing Tybalt, or waited even one day before killing himself after 

hearing the news of Juliet’s death, matters might have ended happily. Of course, though, had Romeo 

not had such depths of feeling, the love he shared with Juliet would never have existed in the first 

place. 
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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. 

During the course of the play, Romeo as a social character matures from adolescence to adulthood as 

a result of his love for Juliet and his unfortunate involvement in the feud, marking his development 

from a comic character to a tragic figure. As the play progresses, Romeo's increasing maturity as a 

lover is marked by the change in his language. He begins to speak in blank verse as well as rhyme, 

which allows his language to sound less artificial and more like everyday language.  

However, in the end, Romeo truly becomes traditionally a great Shakespearean character and in his 

tragic death makes his name as a symbol of true lover for the posterity. 

===== x ===== 

Characteristics Features of Juliet 

Juliet is the female protagonist of Shakespeare’s memorable tragedy – Romeo and Juliet. Having not 

quite reached her fourteenth birthday, Juliet is of an age that stands on the border between immaturity 

and maturity. At the play’s beginning however she seems merely an obedient, sheltered, naïve child. 

Though many girls her age—including her mother—get married, Juliet has not given the subject any 

thought. When Lady Capulet mentions Paris’s interest in marrying Juliet, Juliet dutifully responds that 

she will try to see if she can love him, a response that seems childish in its obedience and in its 

immature conception of love. Juliet seems to have no friends her own age, and she is not comfortable 

talking about sex (as seen in her discomfort when the Nurse goes on and on about a sexual joke at 

Juliet’s expense in Act 1, scene 3). 

Juliet gives glimpses of her determination, strength, and sober-mindedness, in her earliest scenes, and 

offers a preview of the woman she will become during the four-day span of Romeo and Juliet. While 

Lady Capulet proves unable to quiet the Nurse, Juliet succeeds with one word (also in Act 1, scene 3). 

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. 
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Juliet, like Romeo, makes the transition from an innocent adolescent to responsible adult during the 

course of the play. In Juliet's case, however, there is a heightened sense that she has been forced to 

mature too quickly. The emphasis throughout the play on Juliet's youth, despite her growing maturity, 

establishes her as a tragic heroine. 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.  

===== x ===== 

Characteristics Features of the Nurse 

The Nurse’s main role in the play is that of a secondary mother figure for Juliet. The Nurse clearly 

enjoys a closer relationship with Juliet than Lady Capulet does. This isn’t surprising, given the amount 

of responsibility she had in caring for Juliet since her birth. The Nurse’s affection for Juliet stems from 

the fact that she had a daughter named Susan who was the same age as Juliet, but who died young. 

Thus, just as the Nurse is a surrogate mother for Juliet, so too is Juliet a surrogate daughter for the 

Nurse. The Nurse demonstrates her affection for Juliet frequently. For instance, when Juliet sets out 

for the Capulet ball, the Nurse bids her farewell, saying: “Go girl; seek happy nights to happy days” 

(I.iii.107). The Nurse is one of the few characters in the play who explicitly wish for Juliet’s happiness. 

In addition to being emotionally supportive, the Nurse also works actively to ensure Juliet’s good 

fortune, as when she serves as the go-between that enables Juliet’s secret courtship with Romeo. The 

Nurse remains Juliet’s ally to the end, and suffers greatly when she, along with the rest of the Capulet 

household, believes Juliet dead. 

The Nurse is also a comic figure. She’s extremely talkative, and one of her commonest verbal tics is 

that she constantly makes interjections and interrupts herself. She also frequently makes bawdy 

remarks. Often these two aspects come together, as when the Nurse tells Lady Capulet: “Now, by my 

maidenhead at twelve year old, / I bade [Juliet] come” (I.iii.2–3). The Nurse only needs to say she’s 

called for Juliet, but she interjects a strange oath, in which she swears by the “maidenhood” that she 

still had when she was twelve years old, further implying that she lost her virginity at thirteen. This 

non sequitur has nothing at all to do with the conversation at hand. The Nurse also often takes others’ 

words literally, which results in humorous misunderstandings. For instance, she fails to understand the 

rhetorical sense of Lady Capulet’s declaration, “Thou knowest my daughter’s of a pretty age” (I.iii.). 

Whereas Lady Capulet simply means that Juliet is at a marriageable age, the Nurse answers earnestly, 

saying she knows Juliet’s exact age: “Faith, I can tell her age unto an hour” (I.iii.). These examples of 

humour come somewhat at the Nurse’s expense, since they showcase her lower-class upbringing. 

Characteristics Features of Friar Lawrence 

Friar Lawrence occupies a strange position in Romeo and Juliet. He is a kind-hearted cleric who helps 

Romeo and Juliet throughout the play. He performs their marriage and gives generally good advice, 

especially in regard to the need for moderation. He is the sole figure of religion in the play. But Friar 

Lawrence is also the most scheming and political 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 
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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. 

 

Characteristics Features of 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. 

 

===== x ===== 
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Question: Discuss the themes of Romeo and Juliet in your own words. 

 

Themes are the fundamental and often universal ideas explored in a literary work. In the Shakespearean 

play of Romeo and Juliet, we find the dramatist’s attention is on the love of a young pair that lead to 

their tragic death. Accordingly, most of the themes of this play focus on “love” as discussed below. 

 

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 2.1.76–78). 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. 

 

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 bewitchèd by the charm of looks” (2.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 / I 

cannot sum up some of half my wealth” (3.1.33–34). 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 3, scene 3, Romeo 

brandishes a knife in Friar Lawrence’s cell and threatens to kill himself after he has been banished 
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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” (3.5.242). 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” (3.5.55–56). 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 defence. 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 social importance placed on masculine honour. These institutions 

often come into conflict with each other. The importance of honour, for example, time and again results 

in brawls that disturb the public peace. 

 

===== x ===== 
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