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Romeo & Juliet 
by William Shakespeare 

Study Guide 
 

At Romeo and Juliet’s first meeting, they play an intricate game of words. The next passage is actually a sonnet, 

written in sonnet structure. The images, chosen by Romeo, are all religious - saints, shrine, prayers, etc. Read 

the passage carefully, paying attention to the way in which the two lovers pick up and add to the others religious 

images. The conversation is a kind of Ping-Pong game, with Romeo trying to “win” a kiss from Juliet. Try to 

keep score! 

Rom. If I profane with my unworthiest hand 

This holy shrine, the gentle fine is this: 

My lips, two blushing pilgrims, ready stand 

To smooth that rough touch with a tender kiss. 

 

Jul. Good pilgrim, you do wrong your hand too much, 

Which mannerly devotion shows in this; 

For saints have hands that pilgrims’ hands do touch, 

And palm to palm is holy palmers’ kiss. 

 

Rom. Have not saints lips, and holy palmers too? 

 

Jul. Ay, pilgrim, lips that they must use in prayer. 

 

Rom. O, then, dear saint let lips do what hands do; 

They pray, grant thou, lest faith turn to despair. 

 

Jul. Saints do not move, though grant for prayers’ sake. 

 

Rom. Then move not, while my prayer’s effect I take. 

 

[Kisses her.] 
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THE PLAYWRIGHT 

 
Shakespeare, William (1564-1616), the supreme English poet and playwright, is recognized in much of the 

world as the greatest of all dramatists. 

A complete, authoritative account of Shakespeare's life is lacking; much supposition surrounds relatively few 

facts. His day of birth is traditionally held to be April 23; it is known he was baptized on April 24, 1564, in 

Stratford-upon-Avon, Warwickshire. The third of eight children, he was the eldest son of John Shakespeare, a 

locally prominent merchant, and Mary Arden, daughter of a Roman Catholic member of the landed gentry. He 

was probably educated at the local grammar school. In 1582 he married Anne Hathaway, the daughter of a 

farmer. He is supposed to have left Stratford after he was caught poaching in the deer park of Sir Thomas Lucy, 

a local justice of the peace. Shakespeare and Anne Hathaway produced a daughter in 1583 and twins—a boy 

and a girl—in 1585. The boy did not survive. 

Shakespeare apparently arrived in London about 1588 and by 1592 had attained success as an actor and a 

playwright. Shortly thereafter, he secured the patronage of Henry Wriothesley, 3rd earl of Southampton. The 

publication of Shakespeare's two fashionably erotic narrative poems Venus and Adonis (1593) and The Rape of 

Lucrece (1594) and of his Sonnets (1609) established his reputation as a gifted and popular Renaissance poet. 

The Sonnets describe the devotion of a character, often identified as the poet himself, to a young man whose 

beauty and virtue he praises and to a mysterious and faithless dark lady with whom the poet is infatuated. The 

ensuing triangular situation, resulting from the attraction of the poet's friend to the dark lady, is treated with 

passionate intensity and psychological insight. However, Shakespeare's modern reputation is based mainly on 

the 38 plays that he apparently wrote, modified, or collaborated on. Although generally popular in his day, these 

plays were frequently little esteemed by his educated contemporaries, who considered English plays of their 

own day to be only vulgar entertainment. 

Shakespeare's professional life in London was marked by a number of financially advantageous arrangements 

that permitted him to share in the profits of his acting company, the Chamberlain's Men, later called the King's 

Men, and its two theaters, the Globe Theatre and the Blackfriars. His plays were given special presentation at 

the courts of Queen Elizabeth I and King James I more frequently than those of any other contemporary 

dramatists. It is known that he risked losing royal favor only once, in 1599, when his company performed “the 

play of the deposing and killing of King Richard II” at the request of a group of conspirators against Elizabeth. 

They were led by Elizabeth's unsuccessful court favorite, Robert Devereux, 2nd Earl of Essex, and by the earl 

of Southampton. In the subsequent inquiry, Shakespeare's company was absolved of complicity in the 

conspiracy. After about 1608, Shakespeare's moved to Stratford. There he had established his family in an 

imposing house called New Place, and had become a leading local citizen. He died on April 23, 1616, and was 

buried in the Stratford church. 
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THE PLAY 

Students should keep in mind that audiences have made Romeo and Juliet one of the most beloved plays of all 

time from the Elizabethan Age to the present. Romeo and Juliet are often considered the archetypal lovers, and 

at one time a “Romeo” – meaning a lover – was a common noun. Several operas and ballets have been based on 

the story. The play also contains some of Shakespeare's most-quoted lines, and some of the most beautiful. 

Although Shakespeare's dialogue often reads beautifully enough on the page, keep in mind that he never 

intended his words to be read. This is a script for performance that you will be fortunate to see performed for 

you by Rome Shakespeare Festival.  

The Prologue: 

Modern taste prefers not to be told right at the beginning of a play how it will end; but many in Shakespeare's 

audience already knew the story and were looking to enjoy how well it was told, not seeking to be surprised by 

original plot turns. 

 

Fights in the Play: 

The first fight scene between the Capulets and Montagues illustrates the foolishness of the quarrel between the 

two families. For audiences, it is both entertaining and exciting. Elizabethan audiences loved elaborate sword-

play, and the fights in the play deliver just that.  

 

The famous fight scene between Tybalt and Mercutio is one of the most memorable in the play. This fight leads 

to Mercutio’s death and Romeo’s revenge. After Romeo kills Tybalt, he only then realizes his actions will 

destroy Juliet’s love for him. This scene works as the pivotal turning point in the play by setting the two lovers 

on the road to their inevitable end.  

 

Mercutio: 

The famous "Queen Mab" speech of Mercutio, discussed endlessly by scholars, illustrates Mercutio's character 

perfectly: he is whimsical, impulsive, and satirical and his impulsiveness is what leads to his death.   

 

Question: On reading the Queen Mab speech, see whether you can figure out what Mercutio is trying to 

achieve and whether you think he has succeeded. 

 

The Balcony Scene: 

The balcony scene is one of the most renowned in all of Shakespeare, but because of its romantic associations it 

is often misunderstood. Romeo's passion for Juliet is unambiguously erotic. In calling for the triumph of the sun 

over the moon, Romeo is hoping she will not remain a virgin much longer. The entire opening to this scene is 

devoted to Romeo's fevered desire that she will make love with him. Despite his passion, he is shy enough, and 

polite enough, not to simply burst in upon her. It is the tension between his overwhelming desire and his 

reticence that shows how much he truly loves her. The comparison of a woman's eyes to bright stars was 

commonplace, but Shakespeare makes it new by elaborating it in a dazzling series of lines dwelling on the 

luminosity of Juliet's beauty. Juliet almost immediately speaks of the death that threatens Romeo. From the 

beginning their discourse is threaded with allusions to death.  

 

Friar Laurence: 

Friar Laurence is sometimes played as a bit of a fool. His speech on the healing and harmful properties of plants 

is another bit of foreshadowing. Just as healing herbs can kill, so love can also lead to death. 
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Question: What prevents Friar Laurence's message from reaching Romeo? Do you think Friar Laurence is 

partly to blame for Romeo and Juliet’s death? 

 

 

 

LANGUAGE 

Shakespeare uses a variety of poetic forms throughout the play. The Prologue is in the form of a Shakespearean 

sonnet.   

Shakespeare also matches poetry to the language of the character. For instance, Friar Laurence uses sermon and 

sententiae forms. The Nurse uses a unique blank verse form that closely matches colloquial speech. 

Romeo and Juliet use the sonnet form upon their first meeting, and Romeo attempts to use the sonnet form when 

speaking of his love for Juliet. She breaks it by asking: “Dost thou love me?” By doing this, she searches for 

true expression, rather than a poetic exaggeration of their love.   

 

THEMES 

Love:  

Romeo and Juliet have a unifying theme of young love. They speak in metaphors: i.e. Saints and Sinners. 

Although their love is passionate, it is only consummated in marriage, which prevents them from losing the 

audience’s sympathy. 

 

Fate and Chance:  
Some scholars believe the play is a mere series of unlucky chances. Where do you see fate and/or chance 

playing a role in the outcome of the play? 

 

Light and Dark:   

The use of light and dark in the imagery of the play: Light to symbolize the natural beauty of young love. 

Romeo describes Juliet as being like the sun, brighter than a torch, a jewel sparkling in the night and a bright 

angel among dark clouds.  Juliet describes Romeo as day in night, whiter than snow upon a raven’s back. 

Romeo and Juliet’s love is a light in the midst of the darkness of the hate around them. 

 

Foolishness of the Older Generation:  

One of the major themes of this play is the foolishness of the older generation, whose passions are even more 

destructive than those of the younger generation. And the nurse lacks scruples; she urges Juliet to commit 

bigamy by marrying Paris, which is a grievous sin. Juliet reacts quickly, cutting the nurse off from her life.   

 

Excessive Haste:  

The haste theme is fundamental to the play. The action of Romeo and Juliet spans a period of four to six days. 

The contrast of a short-time for young lovers as opposed to a long-time for the older generation highlights the 

headlong rush towards doom. 

Modern audiences may be prone to blame Paris for not courting Juliet directly, but he is behaving in a much 

more proper fashion than Romeo. Private courting between young people, though often romanticized, was 

officially disapproved of. Marriages were supposed to be negotiated by parents. 
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Questions: Why don’t Romeo and Juliet wait to get their parent’s permission to marry? What earlier rash act 

causes Capulet’s decision to hurry the marriage of Paris and Juliet?  

Time:  
From the very beginning of the play, the lovers are designated as “star-crossed” referring to an astrological 

belief which is heavily connected to time. Stars were thought to control the fates of men, and as time passed, 

stars would move along their course in the sky, also charting the course of human lives below. Romeo speaks of 

a foreboding he feels in the stars’ movements early in the play and when he learns of Juliet’s death, he defies 

the stars’ course for him. 

 

Time is heavily connected to the theme of light and dark. Also, in Shakespeare’s day, plays were often 

performed at noon in broad daylight. This forced the playwright to use words to create the illusion of day and 

night in his plays. Shakespeare uses references to night and day, the stars, the moon and the sun to create this 

illusion. There are 103 references to time found in the play. 

 

WHAT IS A SONNET? 

A sonnet is a special type of poem. Sonnets have a certain number of lines, a particular structure, and 

use rhyme and rhythm in specific ways. A Shakespearean sonnet has 14 lines. The first 12 lines are divided into 

three groups of 4 lines each; each of these groups is called a quatrain. The last 2 lines together are called a 

couplet. 

In the first two quatrains, the poet tells of a problem or asks a question. In the third quatrain and the 

couplet, the problem is solved or the question is answered. 

 

Shakespeare’s Sonnet #18: 

1. Shall I compare thee to a summer's day? 

2. Thou art more lovely and more temperate; 

3. Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May, 

4. And summer's lease hath all too short a date: 

5. Sometime too hot the eye of heaven shines, 

6. And often is his gold complexion dimmed; 

7. And every fair from fair sometime declines, 

8. By chance or nature's changing course untrimmed; 

9. But thy eternal summer shall not fade, 

10. Nor lose possession of that fair thou ow’st; 

11. Nor shall Death brag thou wander'st in his shade, 

12. When in eternal lines to Time thou grow’st : 

13. So long as men can breathe, or eyes can see, 

14. So long lives this, and this gives life to thee. 

 

Read the sonnet aloud. Can you hear the rhythm of iambic pentameter? Notice the way the sonnet 

rhymes in each quatrain, and the couplet. The last words in the lst and 3rd and the last words in the 2nd and 4th 

lines of each quatrain rhyme. The last words in the couplet’s lines rhyme as well. If you assign letters to the last 

words, using the same letter for the words that rhyme, you can write the rhyme structure like so: ABAB, 

CDCD, EFEF, GG. 
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Shakespeare would always write his sonnets upon a central image and theme. His vocabulary words and 

his phrases always reflect upon this image and theme. The central image of this sonnet is the season of summer. 

He uses this image to present the theme, which is that everything fades with time, including nature and human 

beauty. 

Marriages in Medieval and Renaissance Europe 
 Marriages were almost never made for love; both peasant serf and nobleman alike would wish to 

arrange a marriage for his son or daughter that was financially or socially beneficial to himself and his family. A 

peasant farmer who did not grow grain might wish to marry his daughter to the son of a baker, so that his family 

might have free bread and grain for the farm animals. An Italian nobleman would wish his daughter to marry 

someone wealthy and of high birth, such as a prince or dukes son. A merchant would wish his son to marry the 

daughter of someone who could help his business. 

Romeo would have been a suitable match for Juliet. He was the son of an old and dignified family, son 

of a wealthy merchant with a large house and sizable lands. He was handsome, well-spoken, educated and 

athletic. But Romeo was a Montague, and the marriage would never have been accepted by Lord Capulet. Lord 

Capulet arranges a marriage with the County Paris, who is related to the Prince of Verona, Escalus. Juliet, of 

course, would have nothing to say about the marriage. She is the right age for marriage, her mother tells her. In 

Elizabethan England, the legal age for girls to marry was 12, and boys 14. 

There were two types of engagements: marriage de futuro and marriage de praesenti 

Both types involve the lovers clasping hands and exchanging kisses. Romeo and Juliet, when they meet 

at the Capulet Ball, play an elaborate word game with each other and unthinkingly clasp hands and exchange 

kisses. They later plan to secretly marry each other. Secret marriages were common in a world where few were 

allowed by their parents to marry for love. These secret marriages are only made legal and secure by the two 

lovers sleeping together. Romeo spends the night with Juliet before he leaves Verona. Secret marriages between 

people of nobility were very dangerous, and sometimes caused harm to everyone – as does Romeo & Juliet's. It 

was much more perilous for the woman if the marriage was discovered. She would be shunned by her family, 

probably banished from her house, and would be left to make her own way in the world. 

 

 

VOCABULARY PARTICULAR TO 

ROMEO & JULIET 
 

carry coals   an expression which meant `to submit to insult or humiliation'. 

colliers    proverbial not only for grime but for dishonesty. 

choler    anger. 

dog     a contemptuous reference to the Montague servants. 

in sense    pun on ‘meaning’ and ‘feeling’. 

I will back thee   I will turn my back. 

bite my thumb   to threaten and defy by putting one’s thumb into the mouth. 

spite     scorn 

moved   offended and angry. 

on part and part   on one side and the other. 
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sycamore    a tree associated with love-sickness; probably a pun on: sickamour. 

covert    concealment. 

aurora    goddess of the dawn. 

counsel    advice. 

affections    loving attachment, love-passion. 

grievance    source of sorrow. 

discreet    showing discernment; also cautious, civil. 

tut     but. 

in sadness    seriously. 

groan     melancholy. 

starv’d    brought to death. 

inherit    receive. 

crush a cup    drink; to crack a bottle. 

wormwood    oil from the leaves of the plant. 

by th’rood    by Christ’s cross. 

stinted     ceased. 

man of wax    faultless, as if modeled in wax. 

married lineament   harmoniously proportioned features. 

hoodwink’d    blindfolded. 

ambling    artificial, acquired way of walking, dancing. 

pitch     height from which a hawk stoops to kill. 

makes dainty   primly hesitates. 

a hall, a hall    clear the floor! 

portly     well-mannered, of good deportment. 

set cock-a-hoop   abandon all restraint; having things your own way. 

saucy boy    insolent and childish. 

patient…choler   Tybalt considers himself patient, and lord Capulet willfully choleric. 

mannerly    decent, modest. 

urg’d     put forward in argument. 

dear account   terrible reckoning. 

banquet    light refreshment of fruit, wine and delicacies. 

foe     because Juliet is a Capulet. 

complain    make love-laments. 

gyves     feathers. 

ghostly sire    father confessor; spiritual guide. 

dear hap    good fortune. 

virtues    strengthening or healing properties in plants, waters, etc. 

rude will    fleshly desire. 

distemper’d    disturbed, supposedly by some imbalance of bodily caprices. 

distemperature   mental disturbance. 

shrift     absolution. 

answer it   accept the challenge. 

immortal passado (Spanish) fatal, desperate sword thrust. 

punto reverso (Spanish)  back-handed sword thrust. 

tuners of accent   fellows who speak with new-fangled inflections of voice. 

captain of compliments  in dueling, ‘a complete master of all the laws of ceremony’. 
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without his roe   referring to Romeo appearing without his beloved Rosaline. 

dried herring   fish in the process of curing. 

fishified  turned into a herring; becoming obsessed with sex; gone pale and 

bloodless. 

not to the purpose   not worth mentioning. 

pump     shoe. 

switch and spurs   urge your wits to full gallop. 

goose     fool, nitwit. 

confidence    conference. 

endite    invite. 

stale     a quibble on the term for prostitute. 

ropery    lewd jesting. 

flirt-gills    loose women. 

skains-mates   cut-throat companions. 

quit thy pains   reward your effort. 

bird’s nest    Juliet’s bedroom. 

book of arithmetic   fencing manual. 

fortune’s fool   the helpless victim of fortune’s mockery and abuse. 

affray     frighten. 

ancient damnation   wicked old woman. 

prorogue    postpone. 

green in earth   freshly buried. 

aqua vitae    brandy. 

beggarly account   wretchedly small number. 

caitiff     miserable, pitiable. 

barefoot brother   a Franciscan. 

dear import    momentous consequence. 

sweet     perfumed. 

stand aloof    keep at a distance. 

unsavory guide   the vial of poison will be his guide to death. 

grubs     worms. 

stumbled    an evil omen. 

unkind    unnatural.  


