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594 William Shakespeare

He was not of an age, butfor all time.

—Ben Jonson

Little is known about the life of William Shakespeare. What
is known is mostly derived from church and legal docu
ments—a baptismal registration, a marriage license, and

records of real-estate transactions. We also have a few remarks
that others wrote about him during his lifetime.

We know that William was born the third of eight children,
around April 23, 1564, in Stratford, a market town about one
hundred miles northwest of London. His father, John, was a shop
keeper and a man of considerable standing in Stratford, serving at
various times as justice of the peace and high bailiff (mayor).

William attended grammar school, where he studied Latin gram
mar, Latin literature, and rhetoric (the uses of language). As far as
we know, he had no further formal education.'

At the age of eighteen, he married Anne Hathaway, who was
^ eight years older than he was. Some time after the birth

of their second and third children (twins). Shake
speare moved to London, apparently leaving his

family to remain in Stratford.

(Left) "The Wooden 0," the Globe
Theater.

Drawing by David Gentleman.

(Opposite left) Glenn Close as
Gertrude, Queen of Denmark,
in Hamlet, a film directed by
Franco Zeffirelli. (Opposite
right) Aposter showing Denzei
Washington as Shakespeare s
Richard III.

Poster © 1990 by Paul Davis.
Courtesy of the artist. }
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An afternoon audience flocking to the
Globe Theater. Drawn around 1600.
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These are hardly the best of Shakespeare's lines (if indeed they
are his at all), but like his other lines, they seem to have worked.
His bones lie undisturbed to this day.

ometimes playwrights influence the shape and form of a
.theater but more often, existing theaters seem to influence

J the shape and form of plays. It is important that we under
stand Shakespeare's theater because it influenced the way he
wrote his plays.

The "Wooden O'

In 1576 outside the city walls of London, an actor-manager named
James Burbage built the first permanent theater in England. He
called it The Theater. Up to that time, touring acting companies
had played wherever they could rent space. Usually this would be
in the courtyards of inns. There the actors would erect a temporary
platform stage at one end of the yard and play to an audience
which stood around the stage or sat in the tiers of balconies that
surrounded the courtyard. (Normally, these balconies were used as
passageways to the various rooms of the inn.)

. It was natural, then, that the first theater built by Burbage
should derive its shape and form from the inns. _

In 1599 Burbage's theater was taken down and its timbers
were used by Shakespeare and his company to build the Globe
Theater. This was the theater for which Shakespeare wrote most

°f In'hifplay Henry V, Shakespeare called his theater a"wooden
0" It was alarge, round (or polygonal) building, three stones high
with alarge platform stage that projected from one end into ayard
open to the sky. In the back wall of this stage was acurtained-of
inner stage. Flanking the inner stage were two doors for entrances
and exits Above this inner stage was a small balcony or upper
tag which could be used to suggest Juliets balcony or the h-

walls of acastle or the bridge of aship. Trap doors were placedm
the floor of the main stage for the entrances and exits of ghosts
and for descents into hell.The plays were performed in the afternoon. Since the stage was
open to the sky, there was no need for ^e 'ummat.onJhe e
were very few sets (scenery, furniture, etc.). The stage was set
by the language. Awhole forest scene is created in one play *
acharacter announces: "Well, this is the Forest of .ArdenJ
costumes were often elaborate, and the stage might be lung w
colorful banners and trappings. (The groundlings those eight n ^
dred or so people who stood around the stage for the price
penny, loved agood show. Most people still do.) .

We can see that this stage, with its few sets and ™^ *r
areas-forestage, inner stage, and upper stage-made tor*
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Shakespeare took the theater of his time, the "wooden 0," and
used it brilliantly. More recently, American playwrights balked at a
theater which was presented to them.

When the great stage designer Jo Mielziner was planning the
Vivian Beaumont Theater in the Lincoln Center Complex in New
York City, he invited a number of playwrights to come to his studio
and view the model for the stage. What we saw was an immense,
wide open space. It seemed impossible that such a stage could
ever accommodate so many ofthe American "classics"—The Glass
Menagerie, Long Day's Journey into Night, Life with Father—-which
call for confined, intimate, interior settings. But Mielziner said,
"We're going to stretch you all."

Unfortunately, we did not stretch. That theater and that stage
did not inspire us as Shakespeare's stage had inspired him. After
struggling through several seasons, the Beaumont Theater was
closed to be redesigned.

Most of Shakespeare's plays are based on stories that were
already well known to his audiences. CHe never wrote a
play about a contemporary subject.) Romeo and Juliet is

taken from a long narrative poem by Arthur Brooke, which was
published in 1562 as The Tragical! Historye of Romeus and Juliet.
Brooke's popular poem itself was based on even older Italian sto
ries. . ...

Romeo and Juliet, a very young man and a nearly fourteen-year-
old girl fall in love at first sight. They are caught up in an idealized,
almost'unreal, passionate love. They are in love with love. In his
Prologue, Brooke preaches a moral, which people of his time ex
pected He says that Romeo and Juliet had to die because they
broke laws and married unwisely, against their parents' wishes.
But Shakespeare does away with this moralizing. He presents the
couple as "star-crossed lovers," doomed to disaster by Fate.

To understand what "star-crossed" means, you have to realize
that most people of Shakespeare's time believed in astrology^They
believed that the course of their lives was partly determined by tne
hour, day, month, and year of their birth-hence, "the star under
which they were born. But Shakespeare may not have snarea mis
belief. In a later play, Julius Caesar, Shakespeare has a character
question this old idea about astrology and the influence oT tne
stars:

The fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars,
But in ourselves that we are underlings.

Although Shakespeare says in the Prologue that Romeo and
Juliet are "star-crossed," he does not make them ™e^v,^Ster
Fate. Romeo and Juliet make decisions that lead to^the.r d.sas^
More important, other characters have a hand in thelitis*
they too make decisions that lead to the play's tragic enamg.



The Characters

The roster of colorful characters in Shakespeare's plays is extraor
dinaiy. In Romeo and Juliet we have two of the mos notaWe
M«cut.o and the Nurse. Some critics have even suggested thai
Shakespeare had tok.ll off Mercutio because he was so atroctve
he might take over the story. Mercutio is afavorite part with actors
as is the Nurse. She i, vividly painted in very few colors butThe
is unforgettable. * UUL sne

The lesser characters are not so remarkable, but each is an
<nd.v.dual as well as the representative of atype We can sal of
many of them "Oh yes. Iknow somebody likelt.' ?yba t likeall raging bullies. Lord Capulet is like many fussy, Ling but
domineering fathers. Benvolio is a typical best friend

Of the two mam characters, Romeo tends to be the less inter-
estmg He ,s from start to finish an impetuous yout n love
Though it ,s said that all the world loves a lover, somehow acZ
aperson doing nothing but loving is not very fascinating Eve he
greatest actor of our t.me, Laurence Olivier, did not come off well
when he played Romeo. And yet, if Romeo were not this one n^te
passionate character, we might not have had aplay. Plays ten to
be riven by characters who are in some way driven themselves

Juliet, on the other hand, is a prized part. Actresses find itrer-,ng to develop the character of Juliet" as she groTs from a
i girl to a mature and deeply committed woman.

ThePo

Whatever Shakespeare learned of rhetoric, or language, in grammar
ain° 'a finPrtdeS ^"f '" Rome° *"»«* He isSj

variation,Z ^ ^ pUnS and wordP,ay and a" the othevariations he can ring on the English language
forth^0 a"dJu,iet is written ^ both prose and poetry. Prose is
i^Sl9^ bJ the,common peop,e and °«3SL5by Mercutio when he is joking. Most of the other characters speak

' Den^ampt!erSe^ lhQ P°etry iS largely written in unrhymed iambic
ss:t;alied b,ank verse-The word b,ank just mea-

Aline is written in what is called iambic meter when an un
sussed syllable is followed by astressed syllable, as in the word

Iambic pentameter simply means that there are five of these
amh r Z Smf3Ch "ne- Here is a Perfect examP'e of a line in'ambic pentameter, spoken by Romeo:

But soft! Wfiat light through yonder window breaks?

becNom- ™tt™ '*"I?'6- ^ Wn'tten in this strict ™ter would
timT ZT^f31^^-^^^^ theref0re' some"ln ho u t0 glve vanety- and sometimes emphasis'n the same speech of Romeo's we find these lines:

_

The actors at the Globe stood in the
middle of thousands of spectators.

Drawing by David Gentleman.
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the glory of
Romeo and Juliet is

the beauty of the poetry,
its imagery, its music,

its theatricality.

The poetry suits the
story of young people
dealing with a matter

very important to them
—passionate once-in-

a-lifetime love."
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Two of the fairest stars in all the heaven

Having some business, do entreat her eyes

To twinkle in their spheres till they return.

We see that here in the first two lines Shakespeare reverses the
usual pattern and stresses the first instead of the second syllable.
Also, at the end of the first line, he has left an extra unstressed
syllable. But notice that still, with all the variations, he has kept
five strong beats to each line.

Couplets. When Shakespeare uses rhymes, he generally uses
couplets, two consecutive lines of poetry that rhyme. The couplets
often punctuate a character's exit or signal the end of a scene.
Here, in the end of Act II, Scene 2, Juliet exits from the balcony
with this couplet:

Good night, good night! Parting is such sweet sorrow
That I shall say good night till it be morrow.

A moment later, Romeo ends the scene with another couplet:

Hence will I to my ghostly friar's close cell,
His help to crave and my dear hap to tell.

Reading the Lines. We have all heard people ruin a poem by
mechanically pausing at the end ofeach line, regardless of whether
or not the meaning of the line called for such a pause. (Maxwell
Anderson, who wrote verse plays in the 1930's and 1940's, had
his plays typed as though they were prose, so that the actors would
not be tempted to pause at the end of each line.)

Lines of poetry are either end-stopped lines or run-on lines. An
end-stopped line has some punctuation at its end. Arun-on line has
no punctuation at its end. In a run-on line, the meaning is com
pleted in the line or lines that follow.

In Act II, Scene 2, Juliet speaks in end-stopped lines—lines
that end with punctuation marks which require her to pause:

0, Romeo, Romeo! Wherefore art thou Romeo?
Deny thy father and refuse thy name;
Or, if thou wilt not, be but sworn my love,
And I'll no longer be a Capulet.

But Romeo's speech from the same scene consists entirely of run-
on lines. The only pause Romeo makes is in the middle of his
second line, after the word "lamp."

The brightness of her cheek would shame those stars
As daylight doth a lamp; her eyes in heaven
Would through the airy region stream so bright
That birds would sing and think it were not night.

In the end, the glory of Romeo and Juliet is the beauty of the
poetry, its imagery, its music, its theatricality. The whole play
brisk and fast moving, and the poetry suits the story of.y°""B
people dealing with a matter very important to them—passion
once-in-a-lifetime love.



The Themes f\0 fltejM^Cfin/i&r

Romeo and Juliet takes place in a universe where (as one critic
says) God in His providence is aware of even the fall of a sparrow
In this universe, people believe that what must be, must be, and
the heroic people meet their destiny with courage. As you read
this play, remember the kind of world it is set in, and think about
how it reveals these ideas:

1. How love can confer integrity upon two very young people.
2. How tragedy can be caused when old people's rage is carried

over to a younger generation.

3. How humans can often be powerless to bring into being the
kind of world we'd like to live in.

4. How innocence, virtue, and beauty can be destroyed.
5. How a disordered and chaotic world can bring disaster down

on the humans who live in it.

A Brief Word list

Shakespeare wrote this play almost four hundred years ago It's
not surprising, then, that many words are by now archaic, which
- lhat they (or their particular meanings) have disappeared

ran. .ommon use. The sldenotes in the play will help you with
these archaic words and with other words and expressions that
might be unfamiliar to you. Here are some of the archaic words
repeatedly used in the play.

'a: he.

a': on.

an', or and: if.

Anon!: Soon! Right away! Coming!
but: if, oronly.
Good-den or go-den or God-den: Good evening. (This would be
spoken in the late afternoon. You will still hear people in the
British Isles referring to the late afternoon as "evening")
nap, or happy: luck, or lucky.
humor: mood, or moisture.
Jack: a common fellow, an ordinary guy.
maid: a young unmarried girl.
mark: listen.

Marry!: a mild oath, shortened from "By the Virgin Marv'"
nice: trivial, foolish.
owes: owns.

shrift: confession or forgiveness for sins confessed to apriest
lo be given absolution after confession was to be shriven
Soft!: Quiet! Hush! Slow up!
St?*-Wait! STAYI

JL%,omeo

and Juliet

takes place
in a universe where
(as one critic says)

God in His providence
is aware of even

>f a sparrow."
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