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We know a lot about William Shakespeare’s plays. His contemporaries praised him. There are some written accounts about seeing his plays. And people have been documenting, analyzing, researching, staging, watching, and reading the plays since his death. By now there is a well-established understanding of his plays. But even though that is the case people examine different themes and means of staging the plays. The reason is that as time has gone by, Shakespeare’s plays remain fresh and speak to us in new ways. After all, we are a product of ourselves, life experiences, and the environment around us. As a result, each audience member and reader will have their own particular Shakespeare that reflects their personal thoughts and feelings. Our own understanding of Romeo and Juliet is a the result of a creative act. 

William Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet has a central place in English literature and Western culture. One reason is Shakespeare's language which elevates the romance early in the story and then the tragic ending to levels matched by very few other works of art, leaving a mark on each audience member. It's such an iconic work that virtually everyone knows something about the play, and Romeo and Juliet are archetypes of young lovers. If we consider the impact of the many performances of the play that have occurred and still do, the film adaptations, and the prevalence of references to aspects of the play in our culture, then this iconic status is easy to understand. How Shakespeare accomplished this is a story about Romeo and Juliet being arguably one of the greatest presentations of romantic love and passion. And one reason for this may be because innocence of the two lovers. Another is the ambiguity and depth to many of the characters which makes them very human. There is also the way that passion is revealed in the play both sexually and violently; two diametrically opposed behaviors that generate tension, something that elicits experiences for an audience that are incredibly vivid.

Romeo and Juliet is also a play that generates expectations that stay with us from the beginning of a production to the end. One can argue that the Prologue to the play delivered by the Chorus hovers over the entire text. Because we seemingly know what will happen, then it is why and how the tragedy occurred that is the issue. But because the play is more than a story of love and death, even that is still too simple. An important contributor to the greatness of the play lies in the way the Prologue guides us and also confounds us. Here is the Prologue:

 Two households, both alike in dignity
 (In fair Verona, where we lay our scene),
 From ancient grudge break to new mutiny,
 Where civil blood makes civil hands unclean.
 From forth the fatal loins of these two foes
 A pair of star-crossed lovers take their life;
 Whose misadventured piteous overthrows
 Doth with their death bury their parents’ strife.
 The fearful passage of their death-marked love
 And the continuance of their parents’ rage,
 Which, but their children’s end, naught could remove,
 Is now the two hours’ traffic of our stage;
 The which, if you with patient ears attend,
 What here shall miss, our toil shall strive to mend.
					Chorus exits.
		(P.1.1-14)

Three points stand out about the Prologue. One is, “the two hours’ traffic of our stage”. It is inconceivable that it is possible to perform the play in such a short amount of time. Today, even without an intermission, a two-hour production is unattainable without making significant cuts in the play. Maybe because this line appeared in the First Quarto, and Shakespeare’s company never got around to changing this in the longer more complete subsequent quarto versions. But I don't doubt the idea that their performances had a shorter running time than ours today. The actors probably delivered their lines more quickly than actors do now, after all it safe to assume that Elizabethan audiences knew the English spoken then every bit as well we understand our English today. Little would be misunderstood by the audience. There would also be far less need for actors to gesture or signal to show what is happening as so often occurs now. In addition, while Shakespeare's audience was noisy back then, they were also probably much better listeners than we are today. Given a very low literacy rate, contracts and agreements were often spoken and witnessed. Public notices were frequently spoken along with being written. Sermons, storytelling, and folk tales were popular entertainments. Clear and accurate speaking was essential, and so was registering what is said.

The second point about the Prologue is the implication that Romeo and Juliet "doth with their death bury their parents’ strife.” Whether the audience believes this or not will depend on how the play is staged. Notice that the play ends with each family planning to build separate monuments for Romeo and Juliet. Each proudly plans to make theirs extravagant. In a play filled with references to opposites and highs and lows, it is easy to think that competition between the families is about to begin once again. I saw a production in which the two families are standing well apart on stage when it ends. The impression it conveyed was that they still held their animosity for one another, something new to consider. After all, how easy is it to get over the loss of a child whether their death is a violent one or not? Plus, how easy is it for separate groups to let go of their hatred for one another?

The third concerns the reference to, “star-crossed lovers”. This implies that, as if events in life are ruled from above, Romeo and Juliet were fated to be doomed at the very beginning by the position of the stars rather than the actions of the characters. But one can easily argue that many lines in Shakespeare’s plays are more than statements, and that they also identify themes or questions. For example, it is often debated whether or not it is Hamlet’s madness or his world’s madness that leads to tragedy. Arguably, it is both; Hamlet and the world around him. The same is true in Macbeth, Othello, King Lear and in other plays. A very famous reference to this issue of "the stars" is in Julius Caesar when in the first act the character Cassio famously says, "The fault dear Brutus is not in our stars/But in ourselves, that we are underlings” (1.2.147-148)". But it is in this early tragedy, Romeo and Juliet where we first see this theme fully appear.

Fate implies inevitability. When fate is imposed on a story, then the ending will be based upon the nature of what is fated to occur. As such the story follows a plan. And if it adheres to the accepted structure of its genre, then the story feels right. The same is true if one assigns responsibility for the ending to a being bigger than ourselves. Then nothing random, confusing or unpredictable has occurred in the story. This notion of fate can be comforting. But "fate" can also mean something else. It is also a word suggesting an outcome. If that is the case, it is really a word for the logical result of a series of events interacting with one another. In this case, the nature of the whole story changes. Upon the end of story, we may see what happened to have been inevitable, but it would not necessarily appear so to the characters who precipitated each of the events. They may simply be concerned by the moment involving themselves, and have absolutely no idea what occurred before. Neither could they anticipate the ending. This is especially true if what has happened is really determined by things they don’t see or understand, and the ultimate outcome is uncertain every step of the way. So, those impacted by what occurred at the end of the story will perceive what has happened to have been entirely unexpected. This kind of storytelling creates feelings of discomfort appropriate to a tragedy. Many things that happen in the real world that are just like this.

The result is that Romeo and Juliet dramatically rises to a higher level because the tragedy is not the result of a certain tragic flaw. Nor is it due to anything initiated by any gods. The tragedy occurs because of the actions of Romeo and Juliet, all of the secondary characters, parent-child relationships, hatred, thoughtlessness, and other sources. What we have then is an entirely new tragedy written by Shakespeare in which the heartbreaking ending is apparently caused by all of its elements. In this sense the play is truly modern and unlike anything that came before it. It would have been impossible for any individual character in the play to anticipate or fully understand the deaths of Romeo and Juliet as events unfold. The plague is also one of the causes of this tragedy, but it is not the sole defining explanation for how the play ends. It is interesting to note that the plague is referred to twice in the play. Once in the third act in Mercutio's famous curse, "A plague o’ both houses!" (3.1.94). Then again near the end when the plague bars Romeo receiving a message he desperately needs. And Romeo and Juliet refer to death twice in the third act. It is as if death lingers over the stage during the second half of the play. Therefore, the plague serves as source of pestilence and a metaphor.

The two houses Mercutio refers to in Romeo and Juliet are two competing families; the Montagues and the Capulets. Both families are alike in terms of their wealth. The word "noble" in the Prologue does not imply that they are titled, but they are wealthy. Romeo is a Montague, and Juliet is a Capulet. The two families are engaged in a blood feud and are killing one another on the streets of Verona. In the midst of this factional violence, Romeo and Juliet fall in love and over a very short period of time, after a series of events including great personal losses, they kill themselves. In fact, Romeo and Juliet meet on a Sunday night, get married Monday afternoon, and then will die before dawn on Thursday. That’s it. One of the greatest tragedies ever written lasts no more than a few days. But the short time period is something that facilitates tension in the story, something that also helps Romeo and Juliet resonate with us in an extraordinary way. 

Where does this story come from? A story about lovers forbidden to be together has probably existed since the beginning of storytelling. But Ovid's Pyramus and Thisbe was especially important to Shakespeare. A legend about Romeo and Juliet was well known in Verona by the 15th century. The story from which Romeo and Juliet is believed to be based is a tale written by an Italian writer named Matteo Bandello in the 16th century. He wrote hundreds of tales before his death that are considered to be similar in style to that of those in The Decameron by Giovanni Boccaccio. His version of Romeo and Juliet was translated into English by Arthur Brooks in 1562, and I must add that at this point it is the kids who get all of the blame for the tragedy. William Painter wrote a prose version in 1567. Plays based on the story were also staged in England. Shakespeare is believed to have written his play sometime between 1591 and 1595, but it is very different what came before it. Shakespeare's plot is longer and more complex. He developed new supporting characters, including Mercutio and Paris. And of course, Shakespeare’s version is populated by human characters. As a result, life as it is depicted in the play is unlike anything written before it. Finally, it is William Shakespeare who created such a young Juliet, an adolescent rather than a grown woman.

William Shakespeare’s version of Romeo and Juliet was included in the First Folio published in 1623. A “bad” First Quarto also appeared in 1597. This version is only about two-thirds the length of what is seen in later printings and also what we have in the First Folio (see above about the play's running time). Besides the cuts in the play in the First Quarto, the language is similar until we get a different wedding scene. Then there are big differences over the course of the last three acts. Some speeches are also shortened in the First Quarto, and others are deleted altogether. Fortunately, the good Second Quarto was published in 1599. This one reflects a more complete version of the play. While it is clear that the printer must have also used the First Quarto as a resource while preparing this newer version, it is the Second Quarto that is used in most collections of Shakespeare’s plays produced today. I must note that a number of other Quartos were published between 1599 and the publication of the famous First Folio version. This suggests strong demand for the text of the play. Romeo and Juliet was a very big hit, and would be one of Shakespeare’s most popular plays during and after his lifetime. Shakespeare’s audience quickly connected with the play’s main characters.

Complexity in character facilitates engagement by the audience. Shakespeare brings this quality in full to his play. Romeo is a great character. We see his story arc take him from being a Petrarchan lover tied to a romantic convention which disconnects him from his love, and he becomes a young man who is able to share in his love with Juliet. Among the male characters Shakespeare had created to this point in his career, only Richard III was nearly as multidimensional. Romeo is an impulsive young man, but also one who is devoted to those who mean a lot to him. Romeo freely shares his feeling with his friends. He also confides in Friar Lawrence. But Romeo, as well as the audience, realizes that in Juliet he has found so much more than in anyone else. 

Juliet is a glorious character. She is far and away Shakespeare’s greatest character by this point in his career. None of the characters in the early comedies or history plays remotely incarnates Juliet’s brilliance of mind and depth of emotional expression. There are so many layers to her that an audience can hold onto that she suggests a multitude of possibilities. She is honest, direct, impulsive, determined, tough, passionate, and more. Only a handful of Shakespeare’s future creations will really belong with her. And nothing like her had ever appeared before in Western literature, including in the work of Dante, Petrarch, Boccaccio, and Chaucer. And remember, the actor who first portrayed her was a young man or boy. Even if we acknowledge the fact that Shakespeare's audience was very used to seeing males playing female characters, that actor must have been exceptionally talented. He successfully depicted Shakespeare's first great tragic heroine.

One of the first topics often discussed when talking about this play is Romeo and Juliet marrying one another. The plot up to that point introduces the characters and presents events that lead to the marriage. Romeo and Juliet meet and briefly talk together at a party. They quickly fall in love and know that they can't live apart. By the way, I am sure that today two teenagers often meet one another at a party or other occasion and they immediately know that they have fallen in love forever. Why would it be any different now than it seemingly has always has been? So, Romeo and Juliet get married. Later they spend their first night together. But Juliet's parents plan to contract a marriage between Juliet and Count Paris. 

Marriage in general is one of the important factors that leads to the ending. Let’s look at the play to see why this is true. We know that Juliet is almost fourteen years old. We don’t know Romeo’s age, but based on his behavior, it is often assumed that Romeo is three to four years older than Juliet. Count Paris is possibly about twice as old as Juliet. An interesting thing to note is also the nature of the characters. Juliet is remarkably bright. Yes, she is impulsive and emotional, but her words and the decisions she makes would suggest a strong, older, and brilliant young woman. This also suggests that Juliet grasps the situation she is in with respect to her parents and Paris quite well, and in the play, we see that this is the case. Juliet understands that her parents are forcing her to marry Paris, something that disregards her needs. And she clearly resists the marriage with Paris as soon as it is mentioned to her. In other words, the proposed wedding with Paris is a pressure point in the play that triggers dire consequences. It also complicates the story by placing more blame for what happens on her parents. Later Juliet meets Romeo, and they themselves agree to be married. This ties Juliet to Romeo not only as man and wife, but also in the eyes of God. Her parents know nothing about this, but no matter what, now she cannot marry Paris.

Some additional points about marriage: The average age of marriage in non-noble families in England at the time the play was first staged was about twenty-three for women, and twenty-six for men. Wealthier couples often married at a younger age than this, but as young a thirteen our fourteen years old was not typical. Monarchs and the aristocracy might arrange marriages of very young children, but even then, it wasn't unusual for a girl to not live with her husband until she was at least fifteen or sixteen years old, if not often older than this. When one considers the infant mortality rate and the risks of childbirth for a pregnant young woman as young as Juliet or even younger, then it is understandable that parents would demand a period apart first. I am sure that many, but not all families considered this. People in Italy tended to get married at about the same age as they did in England. Even Capulet, more of a rich businessman than anything else, tells Paris he wants to wait two years for the wedding. Of course, he is very quick to change his mind, something that immediately raises questions about the value Capulet places on Juliet as a person.

Now it's time to look at some of the other characters  starting with Romeo's friends. Benvolio and Mercutio are Romeo's best friends. Benvolio's behavior in the play is unchanging. He is fed up with the feud between the Montagues and Capulets. And he is a great friend for Romeo. Mercutio is also a close friend of Romeo's. Like Romeo, Mercutio is very impulsive suggesting mercurial behavior (see his fight with Tybalt and its consequences), but he is also loyal to Romeo. We soon see that he will backup Romeo in a conflict with the Capulets. Mercutio is also very witty, and quick to tell stories, give speeches, and tease others. Mercutio is that person many may know who loves telling jokes and battles of wits, and is very able to provoke others with his words. And he will fight if he feels he needs to do so. Also, he may very well be older than Benvolio and Romeo.

Questions are sometimes raised about the nature of the relationship between Romeo and Mercutio. Given events in the play, productions sometimes go to great lengths to explain the closeness between the two of them. Are the lovers? Does one owe something to the other? Can you even show this? Are their disparities in wealth between the characters? Is race an issue? Why else would Mercutio be protective of Romeo, and Romeo be so quick to step up for Mercutio? There isn’t anything wrong with actors playing on a backstory that helps them get to know their characters. Doing so may feel necessary to the production in order to help show the audience why they are close or people are in conflict with one another.

At the same time, adding this and other elements to the play can be very problematic. First of all, nothing in the text suggests any of the above. Another is that doing so introduces a new theme to the play. Therefore, the theme may really never be addressed well, and unfortunately serve as only a distraction to the performance. And it may be unnecessary to add any such element to the play. It is easy to imagine Romeo and Mercutio being two close friends living in a town beset with violence between rival families. As kids, they may have fought one another before sealing their friendship (not unusual with boys). They would have fought one or more Capulets together or alone. And each may have fought on behalf the other. This is just too likely to ignore. With both being impulsive, experienced fighting against the Capulets, perhaps having seen others get killed, and loyal like family, then they will defend one another. Doing so will require no thought at all.

Shakespeare has blessed us with another remarkable multilayered character. Like with Mercutio, Friar Lawrence and Romeo are close friends. But there is something about the friar that makes him a fascinating character in a different way than Mercutio. Friar Lawrence means well, but he is exceptionally irresponsible. Throughout the play his peacemaking role and supportive nature suggests friendship. But he also facilitates the marriage between Romeo and Juliet because he believes it will end the feud. Given the ages of the kids, the competitive nature of their parents, and the violence of the feud, it is hard for a thinking adult to see him as anything other than being dangerously naive. 

And about the wedding; did the friar do the right thing? Maybe? The friar’s idealism is admirable and so is the result he wants. After all the he wants to help Romeo and Juliet because he cares about them. But he is also helping because he believes that the marriage could end the feud. In the end, the friar’s behavior is another element that advances the tragedy. It is necessary to the story, and people do make grievous well intentioned mistakes, but it also leaves a note that encourages thought. If the kids were alive and the marriage was revealed earlier, would Capulet and his wife, and Montague and his wife be angry about the wedding? Absolutely yes. Would they precipitate or condone violence? Very possibly, yes. Since Paris is his kinsman, how would Prince Escalus feel about the wedding? Angry too. So, is the wedding alone a risky step? Yes. Will it endanger Romeo and Juliet? Yes. How about the friar? Yes, he probably would need to flee Verona.

Then Friar Lawrence has a plan to give a potion to Juliet so that she will appear to be dead for forty-two hours. He seems to be very certain that all will work out well, and when we think of events in the story, the potion works as expected. However, nobody should poison anyone, and that definitely includes a child. Also, notice that he is waiting before getting to the vault just in time for Juliet to see him when she awakens. It makes more sense to have a watch there to check on her. As such, he should have arrived much sooner. Later, when he urgently has to get to Juliet he first waits in his cell for Don John to hand him the implements he needs to rescue her. So, he isn’t there to wait for Juliet’s awakening, let alone see Romeo arrive first. Then the friar flees when he hears others coming rather than stay to stop Juliet from killing herself. Finally, would he have given the authorities the explanation he does if he wasn't caught?  Who knows. Friar Lawrence has led the kids on an uncertain path and then abandons Juliet at the end.

Now these points about Mercutio's impulsiveness and behavior in the confrontation with Tybalt, and the Friar's actions are not meant to just disparage them. They are great and popular characters with audiences. Yes, Mercutio had a chance to try to be a peacemaker, but he didn’t. The Friar behaved recklessly. What is important here is the fact that when someone sees or even reads the play for the first time, they may focus only on the romance, friendships, and deaths. But the nature these characters and others in the play add remarkable depth to the play that provokes second thoughts. The presence of ambiguities in character in the play is felt even more if additional time is spent with the play. A result of this is to greatly add to the play’s impact on the audience.
 
The following characters also need to be mentioned. The Montagues and the Capulets are the two competing "Noble" families. It is their perpetuation of the feud, and the inability of authorities to control them, that creates the violent atmosphere in the play. We don’t really know the source of their enmity, something that makes us think about backstories. But the key is that this violence and the risks it presents hangs over the play from beginning to end. Lord Montague loves Romeo very much, but is quick tempered. He is also argumentative and demanding. He is a character who inspires conflict. On the other hand, Lady Montague is protective of Romeo, and potentially a peacemaker. But Romeo never asks her for advice. She dies after learning about Romeo’s banishment. The death occurs offstage and her absence may be noticed as she is a character who simply doesn’t appear again.
 
Lord Capulet is quick tempered and prone to violence and cruelty. He is also very concerned about appearances along with wealth, something that is glaringly obvious throughout the play. For example, Lord Capulet stops Tybalt from fighting with Romeo during the masquerade where the two lovers meet, but he does so because he worries about the family’s image. And Lady Capulet is selfish and unsupportive of Juliet, and a character who Juliet has a difficult time communicating with. Lady Capulet seemingly prizes status more than she does her daughter. The same may be true regarding her husband. One may easily think that Juliet is much closer with Nurse, a character I discuss below than her own parents.
 
Juliet’s expected marriage with County Paris is desired because he is rich, and it will elevate her and her family’s social position. Paris is titled, Capulet is not. Count or County Paris is a related to Prince Escalus, and is also Mercutio's kinsman. It is important to note that early in the play it is ambition or money that seemingly motivates Paris. Paris never shows Juliet true love, but interestingly, he does mourn her after her perceived death. Juliet's indifference to Paris is probably because he is much older than her, and she seems to either hardly know or even have noticed Paris. It is also not hard to miss the fact that she also has no idea who Romeo or his friends are when she meets them. Given the prominent position of the Montagues and Capulets in Verona, and that they talk to the same confessor and may even belong to the same church, this doesn't make sense unless Juliet has been completely isolated from what is happening in town. It is like she had been cloistered or confined by her parents. 

Tybalt is Juliet’s cousin. He is very quick tempered and easy to rile up. One can certainly imagine him to have been someone who has precipitated fights or been unable to control himself leading to trouble. For example, tt feels odd that he would be so quickly moved to kill Romeo, Mercutio, and Benvolio when he sees that they have snuck into the masquerade early in the play. A person has to very touchy and have no sense of anything else besides their anger to want to do such a thing. It is as if Tybalt sees his life only through the prism of the feud and his hatred of the Montagues.

Nurse is another important character. One will notice that it is she who is a mother figure for Juliet. She has been primarily responsible for raising Juliet, and now Nurse is Juliet’s confidant, not her parents. In this way, Juliet's relationship with Nurse is like Romeo’s with Friar Lawrence as he is the person Romeo goes to for advice. But how much authority Nurse has over Juliet is not apparent. Nurse is also prone to fall into rambling storytelling and she is a source of humor. Indeed, Nurse will be a great comic figure in the play. Nurse also supports Juliet, but not so far as doing anything that would undermine Juliet's future security. Once Romeo is banished then Nurse encourages Juliet to listen to her parents and marry County Paris. This is true even though Juliet is already married to Romeo. Juliet could only see this as being wrong and sinful. She will have to reject Nurse's advice and in the end distrust her.

See below for an act by act analysis of Romeo and Juliet:

The play opens with the Chorus presenting the famous Prologue that sets the stage for the play before Act 1 Scene 1. Right away the original audience may have noticed that this Prologue is different than what they had heard before. Many tales had already been written about ill-fated lovers, but the characters were adults not teenagers. And the audience then would have also just heard a prologue that sounded like a sonnet. But rather than being about love as one would have expected, this sonnet is dark. Again, and again, light and dark are set one against another here and in the play. It is as if the Prologue serves as a warning.

Then begins with servants of the Montagues and Capulets fighting. Comically, and sadly, Capulet and Montague, both old men, want to join the fight. Lady Capulet seems bemused with her husband’s desire to fight as she tries to hold him back. At the same time, Lady Montague forbids her husband from fighting. Also, we see non-combatants appear on stage. They are local citizens who are fed up with the feud. 

It is also easy to notice the heavy use of sex related puns during this section. This is clearly meant to be humorous, but this also tells us more about these characters. In addition, the language we hear often suggests combat and hatred. And regarding Old Capulet and Montague, they are a long way from being young. They seem to be stuck in the immature behavior of younger or unstable people. Interestingly the Old Shepherd in The Winter’s Tale says the following about young people nearing their teenage years and adolescents when we first see him. Is this what Shakespeare thought about young men:

SHEPHERD  I would there were no age between ten and
three-and-twenty, or that youth would sleep out the
rest, for there is nothing in the between but getting
wenches with child, wronging the ancientry, stealing,
fighting—Hark you now. Would any but these
boiled brains of nineteen and two-and-twenty hunt
this weather? They have scared away two of my best
		(3.3.65-71)

Prince Escalus of Verona is very clearly frustrated when he stops the fight. But, given the feelings of the townspeople, it seems like this violence is an old story just continuing. Why didn’t he stop it long ago? Probably because he couldn’t. Still what he says reflects the mood in Verona due to the violence of the feud starting with, “Rebellious subjects, enemies to peace,
Profaners of this neighbor-stainèd steel” referring bloody swords:

PRINCE
Rebellious subjects, enemies to peace,
Profaners of this neighbor-stainèd steel—
Will they not hear?—What ho! You men, you beasts,
That quench the fire of your pernicious rage
With purple fountains issuing from your veins:
On pain of torture, from those bloody hands
Throw your mistempered weapons to the ground,
And hear the sentence of your movèd prince.
Three civil brawls bred of an airy word
By thee, old Capulet, and Montague,
Have thrice disturbed the quiet of our streets
And made Verona’s ancient citizens
Cast by their grave-beseeming ornaments
To wield old partisans in hands as old,
Cankered with peace, to part your cankered hate.
If ever you disturb our streets again,
Your lives shall pay the forfeit of the peace.
For this time all the rest depart away.
You, Capulet, shall go along with me,
And, Montague, come you this afternoon
To know our farther pleasure in this case,
To old Free-town, our common judgment-place.
Once more, on pain of death, all men depart.
		(1.1.83-105)

Then Montague and Benvolio are left behind with Lady Montague. Benvolio is happy that Romeo wasn’t there to fight. We will see that Benvolio is a character who wants peace rather than continued conflict. And we also witness Benvolio and Romeo’s father discussing Romeo’s lovelorn behavior and desire for solitude. Neither knows the source of Romeo’s moodiness. 

Later Romeo appears and starts talking to Benvolio. Romeo tells Benvolio that he is suffering because he is out of favor with the woman he loves. We can judge his mood from this section which evolves into a sonnet that begins with, “Alas that love, whose view is muffled still”. The change to the sonnet form reinforces the nature of Romeo’s feelings. Shakespeare’s audience would likely have noticed this:

BENVOLIO
It was. What sadness lengthens Romeo’s hours?
ROMEO
Not having that which, having, makes them short.
BENVOLIO  In love?
ROMEO  Out—
BENVOLIO  Of love?
ROMEO
Out of her favor where I am in love.
BENVOLIO
Alas that love, so gentle in his view,
Should be so tyrannous and rough in proof!
ROMEO
Alas that love, whose view is muffled still,
Should without eyes see pathways to his will!
Where shall we dine?—O me! What fray was here?
Yet tell me not, for I have heard it all.
Here’s much to do with hate, but more with love.
Why then, O brawling love, O loving hate,
O anything of nothing first create!
O heavy lightness, serious vanity,
Misshapen chaos of well-seeming forms,
Feather of lead, bright smoke, cold fire, sick health,
Still-waking sleep that is not what it is!
This love feel I, that feel no love in this.
Dost thou not laugh?
BENVOLIO  No, coz, I rather weep.
		(1.1.168-189)

Romeo then tells us about his conception of love after Benvolio shares his concern for him. What Romeo says sounds like the stereotypical romantic suffering of a chivalrous lover due to unrequited love. What we hear is a piece filled with empty words that have no relationship with a real loving woman. Given Romeo’s melodramatic lamentations, it’s easy to wonder if Rosaline knows he exists. Who is she? Why does he love her? We don’t know:

ROMEO  Why, such is love’s transgression.
Griefs of mine own lie heavy in my breast,
Which thou wilt propagate to have it pressed
With more of thine. This love that thou hast shown
Doth add more grief to too much of mine own.
Love is a smoke made with the fume of sighs;
Being purged, a fire sparkling in lovers’ eyes;
Being vexed, a sea nourished with loving tears.
What is it else? A madness most discreet,
A choking gall, and a preserving sweet.
		(1.1.192-201)

Later we learn that Juliet’s father and mother, let’s call them Capulet and Lady Capulet, are planning a party. It will be a masquerade. They want to introduce Juliet to a Count called Paris. Paris wants to marry Juliet, and her parents want the same thing. It will be hard not to miss the fact that Juliet doesn’t really know him. In addition, the planned marriage is like a business deal that should mutually benefit the Capulets and Paris, but has nothing to do with Juliet's feelings. Although, at this early point in the play Capulet’s feeling for Juliet appear to be strong. For example we hear that Capulet wants Paris to wait two years for Juliet, but that idea will be quickly dropped later on in the play:

CAPULET
But saying o’er what I have said before.
My child is yet a stranger in the world.
She hath not seen the change of fourteen years.
Let two more summers wither in their pride
Ere we may think her ripe to be a bride.
PARIS
Younger than she are happy mothers made.
CAPULET
And too soon marred are those so early made.
Earth hath swallowed all my hopes but she;
She’s the hopeful lady of my earth.
But woo her, gentle Paris, get her heart;
My will to her consent is but a part.
And, she agreed, within her scope of choice
Lies my consent and fair according voice.
This night I hold an old accustomed feast,
Whereto I have invited many a guest
Such as I love; and you among the store,
One more, most welcome, makes my number more.
		(1.2.7-23)

Now above we have just hear that Juliet is almost fourteen years old. Although Capulet has expressed concern, “Earth hath swallowed all my hope but she/She’s the hopeful lady of my earth.” We must note that Juliet doesn’t have any siblings. Capulet does not have a son who would inherit his house and business. This suggests that this would be an arranged marriage driven more by ambition than one of love. In effect, the Capulets are wealthy and are seeking further status through their daughter. Paris is very rich in his own right. His goals may be money or his real desire for Juliet, or both. He doesn’t tell us. The fair presumption may be that he looks forward to Juliet’s inheritance that will come from being the Capulets' only surviving child as much as the money she will come with when they are married.

Later Romeo is on the stage with Mercutio and Benvolio. By now we know that Benvolio is a true friend of Romeo. Mercutio will prove to be a good friend. Mercutio is at once witty, humorous, and impulsively will to have fun, including engaging in a fight. The key thing in this moment is that the three friends hatch a plan to crash the party at the Capulets' house. And Romeo hopes is to see Rosaline there. She is the woman he says he loves. But as noted above, the nature of his words implies that Romeo’s relationship with Rosaline is as distant as that of a stereotypical Petrarchan lover with his beloved. He forgets Rosaline as soon as he meets Juliet.

When we meet Juliet and her Nurse we see that their relationship is something like that of a mother and daughter. Nurse is like a mother to Juliet in the sense that she is supportive and protective of her, and also a friend. What happens here is that Lady Capulet asks Juliet to meet Paris. She praises Paris and makes it quite clear that she wants her daughter to marry Paris. Juliet on the other hand seems to be totally uninterested. In response to her mother’s asking her to see if she can like Paris all she has to say may sound like a petulant teenager’s reply. But it is safe to assume that she knows her own mind and is used to hearing requests that are demands. Notice Juliet’s equivocal words at the end, “I’ll look to like, if looking liking move.” Juliet's words will get only sharper and more mature as she continues to resist the marriage later on:

LADY CAPULET
What say you? Can you love the gentleman?
This night you shall behold him at our feast.
Read o’er the volume of young Paris’ face,
And find delight writ there with beauty’s pen.
Examine every married lineament
And see how one another lends content,
And what obscured in this fair volume lies
Find written in the margent of his eyes.
This precious book of love, this unbound lover,
To beautify him only lacks a cover.
The fish lives in the sea, and ’tis much pride
For fair without the fair within to hide.
That book in many’s eyes doth share the glory
That in gold clasps locks in the golden story.
So shall you share all that he doth possess
By having him, making yourself no less.
NURSE
No less? Nay, bigger. Women grow by men.
LADY CAPULET
Speak briefly. Can you like of Paris’ love?
JULIET
I’ll look to like, if looking liking move.
But no more deep will I endart mine eye
Than your consent gives strength to make it fly.
		(1.3.85-105)

Montague's son Romeo and his friends go in disguise when they sneak into the party. Again Romeo’s primary interest here seems to be his seeing his beloved Rosaline at the party. There is a wonderful moment in this scene when Romeo mentions his not being in the mood for a party. All that he seems to care about in the moment is doting on Rosaline. Then after we also hear about a dream Romeo recently had, response, Mercutio, ever witty and inventive replies: 

MERCUTIO
O, then I see Queen Mab hath been with you.
She is the fairies’ midwife, and she comes
In shape no bigger than an agate stone
On the forefinger of an alderman,
Drawn with a team of little atomi
Over men’s noses as they lie asleep.
Her wagon spokes made of long spinners’ legs,
The cover of the wings of grasshoppers,
Her traces of the smallest spider web,
Her collars of the moonshine’s wat’ry beams,
Her whip of cricket’s bone, the lash of film,
Her wagoner a small gray-coated gnat,
Not half so big as a round little worm
Pricked from the lazy finger of a maid.
Her chariot is an empty hazelnut,
Made by the joiner squirrel or old grub,
Time out o’ mind the fairies’ coachmakers.
And in this state she gallops night by night
Through lovers’ brains, and then they dream of love;
On courtiers’ knees, that dream on cur’sies straight;
O’er lawyers’ fingers, who straight dream on fees;
O’er ladies’ lips, who straight on kisses dream,
Which oft the angry Mab with blisters plagues
Because their breaths with sweetmeats tainted are.
Sometime she gallops o’er a courtier’s nose,
And then dreams he of smelling out a suit.
And sometime comes she with a tithe-pig’s tail,
Tickling a parson’s nose as he lies asleep;
Then he dreams of another benefice.
Sometime she driveth o’er a soldier’s neck,
And then dreams he of cutting foreign throats,
Of breaches, ambuscadoes, Spanish blades,
Of healths five fathom deep, and then anon
Drums in his ear, at which he starts and wakes
And, being thus frighted, swears a prayer or two
And sleeps again. This is that very Mab
That plats the manes of horses in the night
And bakes the elflocks in foul sluttish hairs,
Which once untangled much misfortune bodes.
This is the hag, when maids lie on their backs,
That presses them and learns them first to bear,
Making them women of good carriage.
This is she—
ROMEO  Peace, peace, Mercutio, peace.
Thou talk’st of nothing.
MERCUTIO  True, I talk of dreams,
Which are the children of an idle brain,
Begot of nothing but vain fantasy,
Which is as thin of substance as the air
And more inconstant than the wind, who woos
Even now the frozen bosom of the north
And, being angered, puffs away from thence,
Turning his side to the dew-dropping south.
		(1.4.58-110)

Mercutio’s speech is so inventive that he easily captures our attention. Who is Queen Mab? She seems to be an imaginary sprite who knows our desires and turns them into fantastical dreams. She is also able turn fears into nightmares. Or maybe she is our imagination when it has control over us. What is clear is that Mercutio thinks dreams are fickle and meaningless. The are, “children of an idle brain/Begot of nothing but vain fantasy”. And a question is raised by this; is Mercutio also indirectly teasing Romeo about his Petrarchan sighs and laments for Rosaline? Note above, “And in this state she gallops night by night/Through lovers’ brains, and then they dream of love”. We have learned even more about Mercutio. He is clearly high energy and a positive figure. He is also quick to use his fun provocative wit. Does that suggest that the passion he shows with his use of his wit also causes him to quickly get angry or violent? At this point we don’t know. But his facility with language suggests that he is comfortable with who he is and in harmony with his world.

Then when they are at the party, when Romeo is absolutely love struck upon first seeing Juliet. He admires her so much that he immediately forgets Rosaline and sees beauty in only Juliet. We hear the following from Romeo. Here he tells us about how he sees her:

ROMEO, to a Servingman
What lady’s that which doth enrich the hand
Of yonder knight?
SERVINGMAN  I know not, sir.
ROMEO
O, she doth teach the torches to burn bright!
It seems she hangs upon the cheek of night
As a rich jewel in an Ethiop’s ear—
Beauty too rich for use, for Earth too dear.
So shows a snowy dove trooping with crows
As yonder lady o’er her fellows shows.
The measure done, I’ll watch her place of stand
And, touching hers, make blessèd my rude hand.
Did my heart love till now? Forswear it, sight,
For I ne’er saw true beauty till this night.
		(1.5.48-60)

But Juliet’s cousin Tybalt sees the Montagues before Romeo and Juliet can get to know each other. Tybalt is immediately infuriated when he recognizes the Montague boys. Tybalt’s behavior is so rash that he is willing to kill Romeo right then at the party. This is the kind of hatred that lives in someone who has been steeped in the feud between the Capulets and Montagues. Tybalt can’t not hate the Montagues. Anything else is beyond what he knows. We will see that he is a man with very few words, lacks any inventive qualities, and is anything but humorous. He is the polar opposite of Mercutio. And the interesting question is; why does Capulet stop Tybalt from fighting then? The answer is that he doesn’t want to offend his guests and embarrass himself.

Soon Romeo is forced to leave just as he and Juliet discover one another. But before this we have the unforgettable meeting of Romeo and Juliet. We now see adult language permeating the play. Yes, bawdiness is very present in the play, but it does so along with gloriously beautiful poetry about love, sex, and heavenly enlightenment. We also can be certain that here is true love at first sight because of its structure or poetic form. Its feelings are shared in a sonnet in and Romeo’s kiss:

ROMEO, taking Juliet’s hand
If I profane with my unworthiest hand
This holy shrine, the gentle sin is this:
My lips, two blushing pilgrims, ready stand
To smooth that rough touch with a tender kiss.
JULIET
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.
ROMEO
Have not saints lips, and holy palmers too?
JULIET
Ay, pilgrim, lips that they must use in prayer.
ROMEO
O then, dear saint, let lips do what hands do.
They pray: grant thou, lest faith turn to despair.
JULIET
Saints do not move, though grant for prayers’ sake.
ROMEO
Then move not while my prayer’s effect I take.
		He kisses her.
Thus from my lips, by thine, my sin is purged.
JULIET
Then have my lips the sin that they have took.
ROMEO
Sin from my lips? O trespass sweetly urged!
Give me my sin again.
		He kisses her.
JULIET  You kiss by th’ book.
		(1.5.104-122)

Romeo is now speaking like a true lover. He is able to be inventively expressive and speak about Juliet as a real person who he loves. Also, note that Juliet is assertive here. She is definitely not a child. Instead of only a man expressing his love to a woman in a sonnet, she is as direct in expressing her love to Romeo as he is to her. For example, after Romeo first kisses her he says, “thus from my lips, by thine, my sin is purged.”  And then she says, “Then have my lips the sin that they took.” We have here both a male and a female character expressing their one love together. This is highly original. Apparently, an example of a woman expressing her love through a sonnet to a man had not appeared before this. I must also note that when she tells Romeo, "You kiss by th' book" she is complementing him. 

Then Juliet learns from the nurse that Romeo is a Montague. She shares her feelings in one of a tremendous number famous moments in the play:

JULIET
What’s he that now is going out of door?
NURSE
Marry, that, I think, be young Petruchio.
JULIET
What’s he that follows here, that would not dance?
NURSE  I know not.
JULIET
Go ask his name. The Nurse goes. If he be marrièd,
My grave is like to be my wedding bed.
NURSE, returning
His name is Romeo, and a Montague,
The only son of your great enemy.
JULIET
My only love sprung from my only hate!
Too early seen unknown, and known too late!
Prodigious birth of love it is to me
That I must love a loathèd enemy.
		(1.5.144-155)

Everything is now in place to propel all of the action in the rest of the play. Romeo is quickly learning what it means to be truly in love. And Juliet has fallen in love with a Montague, her family’s enemy. I note again that it is really odd that she has never seen Romeo or his friends, let alone Paris before. After all, like Romeo, Juliet is a member of a rich and prominent family in Verona. One would have expected them to have at least seen one another at some sort of event. Again, this may be an unwritten way of suggesting that she is kept very close to home and possibly has very few friends. This play will include many points regarding the characters that lie just below the surface that we may feel more than ever see or hear. We also have seen that depth is imbedded in the play by Shakespeare’s approach to writing. Beautiful poetry is employed as a device to share the characters’ feelings, and as a result this affects the way an audience receives the play. The insertion of sonnets in key moments is an example, including the balcony scene.

One of many very obvious reasons for Romeo and Juliet being the archetypes of young lovers is Shakespeare’s poetry in the balcony scene. And given the nature of the scene, it is fun to try to imagine how it would sound if real actors were speaking the lines while reading them on the page. I know that it is impossible to replicate this, but at least the effort leads to a further appreciation of the writing. And the reason is that it helps the reader imagine the sound and rhythm of the poetry that is being spoken. A place to start is by being mindful that Shakespeare’s iambic pentameter calls for ten beats in each line. Then, while reading the text, try to imagine that the commas reflect brief pauses by the actors, and the periods full stops. Also, as if the actor needs a breath or time to collect their thoughts, consider the break between a shortened line and the next line to be a longer pause. That may be what the open space in a line indicates. And if a character’s words in one line stops early, and another actor completes the line, then it is as if the first was interrupted by the second. This is just one example of Shakespeare’s rare stage direction. 

This balcony scene begins soon after the beginning of the second act of the play. Romeo remains near the Capulet’s home after his friends leave. Then when an anxious Romeo sees Juliet we are certain that he has found his true love. We notice this is in his passionate and vivid language as he and Juliet engage in one of the most famous and iconic interactions ever; real or imagined. One that is so ever-present in popular culture, it is as if it is both real and imagined. Romeo has in his mind made Juliet so present to him that by the end he is thinking about touching her, “See how she leans her cheek upon her hand/O, that I were a glove upon that hand/That I might touch that cheek!”:

ROMEO
		Enter Juliet above.
But soft, what light through yonder window breaks?
It is the East, and Juliet is the sun.
Arise, fair sun, and kill the envious moon,
Who is already sick and pale with grief
That thou, her maid, art far more fair than she.
Be not her maid since she is envious.
Her vestal livery is but sick and green,
And none but fools do wear it. Cast it off.
It is my lady. O, it is my love!
O, that she knew she were!
She speaks, yet she says nothing. What of that?
Her eye discourses; I will answer it.
I am too bold. ’Tis not to me she speaks.
Two of the fairest stars in all the heaven,
Having some business, do entreat her eyes
To twinkle in their spheres till they return.
What if her eyes were there, they in her head?
The brightness of her cheek would shame those
stars
As daylight doth a lamp; her eye in heaven
Would through the airy region stream so bright
That birds would sing and think it were not night.
See how she leans her cheek upon her hand.
O, that I were a glove upon that hand,
That I might touch that cheek!

Then we hear Juliet's famous lines:

JULIET
O 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.
ROMEO, 		aside
Shall I hear more, or shall I speak at this?
JULIET
’Tis but thy name that is my enemy.
Thou art thyself, though not a Montague.
What’s Montague? It is nor hand, nor foot,
Nor arm, nor face. O, be some other name
Belonging to a man.
What’s in a name? That which we call a rose
By any other word would smell as sweet.
So Romeo would, were he not Romeo called,
Retain that dear perfection which he owes
Without that title. Romeo, doff thy name,
And, for thy name, which is no part of thee,
Take all myself.
		(2.2.2-26)

Juliet is so passionately love with Romeo that she is ready to take him as he is, and give herself to him, “Romeo, doff thy name/And, for thy name, which is no part of thee/Take all myself.” There is nothing artificial about her. Like Romeo, her behavior is impulsive. But at the same time she knows her own mind.

Then we hear the two of them discuss how he found her and why he loves her. And we also hear about honor and loyalty. The steadfastness of her love for him is clear. We also hear in the following uncertainty that she is holding onto, “O, swear not by the moon, th’ inconstant moon”:

ROMEO
Lady, by yonder blessèd moon I vow,
That tips with silver all these fruit-tree tops—
JULIET
O, swear not by the moon, th’ inconstant moon,
That monthly changes in her circled orb,
Lest that thy love prove likewise variable.
ROMEO
What shall I swear by?
JULIET  Do not swear at all.
Or, if thou wilt, swear by thy gracious self,
Which is the god of my idolatry,
And I’ll believe thee.
ROMEO  If my heart’s dear love—
JULIET
Well, do not swear. Although I joy in thee,
I have no joy of this contract tonight.
It is too rash, too unadvised, too sudden,
Too like the lightning, which doth cease to be
Ere one can say “It lightens.” Sweet, good night.
This bud of love, by summer’s ripening breath,
May prove a beauteous flower when next we meet.
Good night, good night. As sweet repose and rest
Come to thy heart as that within my breast.
		(2.2.112-131)

After Romeo responds to this by sharing his fear that she will leave, we learn more about Juliet and her understanding of true love. It is interesting to realize that when she responds to his wish for “satisfaction” that that word may suggests his wanting to sleep with her. But that is not what Juliet wants now; she wants more love making through the exchange of words. The image we get here of the depth of her love is beautifully vivid in its suggestion of deep unending devotion, “My bounty is as boundless as the sea/My love as deep. The more I give to thee/The more I have, for both are infinite.”:

JULIET
What satisfaction canst thou have tonight?
ROMEO
Th’ exchange of thy love’s faithful vow for mine.
JULIET
I gave thee mine before thou didst request it,
And yet I would it were to give again.
ROMEO
Wouldst thou withdraw it? For what purpose, love?
JULIET
But to be frank and give it thee again.
And yet I wish but for the thing I have.
My bounty is as boundless as the sea,
My love as deep. The more I give to thee,
The more I have, for both are infinite.
		Nurse calls from within.
I hear some noise within. Dear love, adieu.—
Anon, good nurse.—Sweet Montague, be true.
Stay but a little; I will come again.	She exits.
ROMEO
O blessèd, blessèd night! I am afeard,
Being in night, all this is but a dream,
Too flattering sweet to be substantial.
		Reenter Juliet above.
		(2.2.133-148)

But ever practical, Juliet very much desires to get married before they go further. Now she has gotten right to an important point. There is nothing meek about her. And any remnant of the woebegone Petrarchan lover Romeo was at the beginning of the play is gone. Then they soon part from one another with Juliet’s famous lines at the end of: 

ROMEO
Let me stand here till thou remember it.
JULIET
I shall forget, to have thee still stand there,
Rememb’ring how I love thy company.
ROMEO
And I’ll still stay, to have thee still forget,
Forgetting any other home but this.
JULIET
’Tis almost morning. I would have thee gone,
And yet no farther than a wanton’s bird,
That lets it hop a little from his hand,
Like a poor prisoner in his twisted gyves,
And with a silken thread plucks it back again,
So loving-jealous of his liberty.
ROMEO
I would I were thy bird.
JULIET  Sweet, so would I.
Yet I should kill thee with much cherishing.
Good night, good night. Parting is such sweet
sorrow
That I shall say “Good night” till it be morrow.
		She exits.
		(2.2.185-201)

Shakespeare brilliantly shows the depth of his characters through what they say, how they speak, and what they do. The same will be true throughout the play. His characters are multileveled, complex and mindful of who they are. This will be true even when it comes to Juliet’s parents, Nurse, his friends, Friar Lawrence, and Tybalt. 

But this portrayal of actual human beings is particularly true in the cases of Romeo and Juliet. We see that Juliet is able to think and vividly express herself like an exceptionally bright adult. Her presence as a thinking and active person is beyond any character in any of Shakespeare’s earlier pays. Which, as I noted above, is another way of saying this is arguably true in terms of all Western literature written before her. She is ahead of Romeo, but on the other hand he is far ahead of the male characters that appeared in Shakespeare's earlier plays. There is something else that Shakespeare is showing us; language flourishes in a loving world, but we will see that it is silenced in tragedy.

The next morning, we meet a friend and confidant of Romeo, Friar Lawrence. It feels like his trusting friendship with the friar suggests the quality of Romeo as a person. In other words, it says as much about Romeo as it does his perception of the friar. When we first see the friar, we see a delightful figure praising the beauty of nature and all she gives us. He also praises herbs for all the good they can do. But he adds to this the point that herbs can also kill. He likens man to herbs in the juxtaposition of grace and rude will in people. If rude will is too strong, then death goes to work. It is a lesson that feels appropriate to the play. 

Romeo asks the friar to marry him and Juliet. It is important to notice how and why we see Friar Lawrence agrees to do this. He believes their marriage could lead to peace in Verona:

ROMEO
And bad’st me bury love.
FRIAR LAWRENCE  Not in a grave
To lay one in, another out to have.
ROMEO
I pray thee, chide me not. Her I love now
Doth grace for grace and love for love allow.
The other did not so.
FRIAR LAWRENCE  O, she knew well
Thy love did read by rote, that could not spell.
But come, young waverer, come, go with me.
In one respect I’ll thy assistant be,
For this alliance may so happy prove
To turn your households’ rancor to pure love.
ROMEO
O, let us hence. I stand on sudden haste.
FRIAR LAWRENCE
Wisely and slow. They stumble that run fast.
		(2.3.88-111)

Then Romeo meets up with Benvolio and Mercutio. We learned in the last act that Mercutio respects Tybalt’s skills in a duel. He also makes clear that he did not want Romeo to fight Tybalt. It is in this moment when Mercutio uses the word “pox” which means plague. That word is now creeping into the play along with its dark meaning.

Then Romeo and Mercutio humorously engage in a battle of wits. Romeo stands up for himself very well. If we hadn’t have seen this, we would still have known that they are friends and care for one another, but this word-play demonstrates the point. It is also clear to me that they have wittily exchanged words before. It is like good friends who are trash talking with each other. Furthermore, Mercutio now sees his friend instead of the shallow person Romeo was earlier. It is as if Romeo’s love for Juliet has revealed his true self by unlocking his facility with expressing himself.

Later Juliet’s dear friend Nurse joins them and what ensues is a famously lively exchange between her and Mercutio. It is also a sign that at times his wit can be more provoking for some than he may have or may not have intended it to be. While Nurse wishes a good morning, Mercutio wishes a good evening. But there is also the sense that she had fun bantering with Mercutio. This moment is one in which he is pushing boundaries. Mercutio’s use of the word “prick” suggests a penis. He is jesting that Nurse is not a virtuous woman:

NURSE  God you good morrow, gentlemen.
MERCUTIO  God you good e’en, fair gentlewoman.
NURSE  Is it good e’en?
MERCUTIO  ’Tis no less, I tell you, for the bawdy hand of
the dial is now upon the prick of noon.
NURSE  Out upon you! What a man are you?
ROMEO  One, gentlewoman, that God hath made, himself
to mar.
NURSE  By my troth, it is well said: “for himself to
mar,” quoth he? Gentlemen, can any of you tell me
where I may find the young Romeo?
		(2.4.111-121)

After Mercutio and Benvolio leave, Nurse shares her disdain for Mercutio and threatens consequences for Romeo if he hurts Juliet. At the same time, Nurse is an enjoyable figure. She appears to be easily distracted, and that is a source of humor. But one constant is her love for Juliet. And like Friar Lawrence, she supports their marriage and will help make it happen. Here Nurse talks to Romeo on Juliet’s behalf. And Juliet is very impatient to hear from Nurse about Romeo and their plans to get married. The impatience is humorously reminiscent of a child waiting for something special. Juliet’s vexation with Nurse delaying the news is one of the funniest moments in the play.

Then we see Romeo and Juliet get married. This pivotal moment is one that comes quickly. Friar Lawrence is prepared to move fast, “Come, come with me, and we will make short work.” The impact on the story is huge:

JULIET
Good even to my ghostly confessor.
FRIAR LAWRENCE
Romeo shall thank thee, daughter, for us both.
JULIET
As much to him, else is his thanks too much.
ROMEO
Ah, Juliet, if the measure of thy joy
Be heaped like mine, and that thy skill be more
To blazon it, then sweeten with thy breath
This neighbor air, and let rich music’s tongue
Unfold the imagined happiness that both
Receive in either by this dear encounter.
JULIET
Conceit, more rich in matter than in words,
Brags of his substance, not of ornament.
They are but beggars that can count their worth,
But my true love is grown to such excess
I cannot sum up sum of half my wealth.
FRIAR LAWRENCE
Come, come with me, and we will make short work,
For, by your leaves, you shall not stay alone
Till Holy Church incorporate two in one.
		(2.6.21-37)

It is in the third act when a play which had been proceeding mostly happily, suddenly instead becomes a tragedy. This change has been foreshadowed many times in the play since the Prologue. And yet its depiction of rashness and violence is truly shocking.

Benvolio pleads to his friends to not go out that evening. He knows that doing so will only lead to fighting, but they are not listening. Mercutio often responds to Benvolio with his wit and jokes. Then when they encounter Tybalt and his friends, Mercutio employs his wit to show Tybalt his displeasure with him. When Romeo appears in the scene he refuses to let Tybalt provoke him into a fight. Romeo is trying hard to keep the peace, but Tybalt persists. And soon Mercutio, frustrated with seemingly the whole scene or possibly just Romeo and also Tybalt, steps up for Romeo and challenges Tybalt. What happens, particularly whether Tybalt takes advantage of a distracted Mercutio will depend on staging decisions. Mercutio still holds onto his sense of humor while knowing it means his death (“Ay, ay, a scratch, a scratch. Marry, ’tis enough”), but the main thing is the outcome of the fight and Mercutio’s condemnation of the Capulet and Montague families. This includes Mercutio's anger at Romeo (“Why the devil came you between us?/I was hurt under your arm”):

TYBALT  I am for you.	He draws.
ROMEO
Gentle Mercutio, put thy rapier up.
MERCUTIO  Come, sir, your passado.
		They fight.
ROMEO
Draw, Benvolio, beat down their weapons.
		Romeo draws.
Gentlemen, for shame forbear this outrage!
Tybalt! Mercutio! The Prince expressly hath
Forbid this bandying in Verona streets.
Hold, Tybalt! Good Mercutio!
		Romeo attempts to beat down their 			rapiers. Tybalt stabs Mercutio.
PETRUCHIO  Away, Tybalt!
		Tybalt, Petruchio, and their
		followers exit.
MERCUTIO  I am hurt.
A plague o’ both houses! I am sped.
Is he gone and hath nothing?
BENVOLIO  What, art thou hurt?
MERCUTIO
Ay, ay, a scratch, a scratch. Marry, ’tis enough.
Where is my page?—Go, villain, fetch a surgeon.
		Page exits.
ROMEO
Courage, man, the hurt cannot be much.
MERCUTIO  No, ’tis not so deep as a well, nor so wide as
a church door, but ’tis enough. ’Twill serve. Ask for
me tomorrow, and you shall find me a grave man. I
am peppered, I warrant, for this world. A plague o’
both your houses! Zounds, a dog, a rat, a mouse, a
cat, to scratch a man to death! A braggart, a rogue, a
villain that fights by the book of arithmetic! Why the
devil came you between us? I was hurt under your
arm.
ROMEO  I thought all for the best.
MERCUTIO
Help me into some house, Benvolio,
Or I shall faint. A plague o’ both your houses!
They have made worms’ meat of me.
I have it, and soundly, too. Your houses!
		All but Romeo exit.
ROMEO
This gentleman, the Prince’s near ally,
My very friend, hath got this mortal hurt
In my behalf. My reputation stained
With Tybalt’s slander—Tybalt, that an hour
Hath been my cousin! O sweet Juliet,
Thy beauty hath made me effeminate
And in my temper softened valor’s steel.
		(3.1.84-120)

The source of Romeo’s fury that he has just shown is not only in his feelings about the death of Mercutio, but also regrets about his own meek behavior. Clearly Romeo blames himself for Mercutio’s death. Then because Romeo is enraged while also grieving, when he sees Tybalt return after having first fled, he must fight Tybalt. Yet at the same time, we know that Romeo’s world has changed because of Juliet. Also, we notice that in this moment Romeo has some time to decide what to do. As a result, Romeo’s fighting was not entirely an impulsive action. He decides to fight after briefly considering the situation and then acts probably because of his mental state in that time and place. The result will be Tybalt’s death and Romeo describes himself in a way harkening to the theme concerning the source of the cause and the effect of human actions, “O, I am Fortune’s fool!”:

ROMEO
This day’s black fate on more days doth depend.
This but begins the woe others must end.
		Enter Tybalt.

BENVOLIO
Here comes the furious Tybalt back again.
ROMEO
Alive in triumph, and Mercutio slain!
Away to heaven, respective lenity,
And fire-eyed fury be my conduct now.—
Now, Tybalt, take the “villain” back again
That late thou gavest me, for Mercutio’s soul
Is but a little way above our heads,
Staying for thine to keep him company.
Either thou or I, or both, must go with him.
TYBALT
Thou wretched boy that didst consort him here
Shalt with him hence.
ROMEO  This shall determine that.
		They fight. Tybalt falls.
BENVOLIO
Romeo, away, begone!
The citizens are up, and Tybalt slain.
Stand not amazed. The Prince will doom thee death
If thou art taken. Hence, be gone, away.
ROMEO
O, I am Fortune’s fool!
BENVOLIO  Why dost thou stay?
		Romeo exits.
		(3.1.124-143)

Soon citizens, the Prince, Montague and his wife, and Capulet and his wife enter the scene. Romeo flees, and it is Benvolio who testifies to what happened. Lady Capulet wants Romeo executed. Montague pleads leniency. The Prince, angry about his kinsman’s death and the fighting has now had enough. He banishes Romeo from Verona, and sends him to Mantua.

When we next see Juliet we quickly learn that she is anxious when Romeo is late to meet her. She can’t wait to sleep with him. How she expresses herself is important. She’s is not timid or shy at all. Again, she is acting more like a determined impassioned woman waiting for her lover. Her language is tremendously expressive, (“Gallop apace, you fiery-footed steeds”), (“Lovers can see to do their amorous rites/By their own beauties, or, if love be blind/It best agrees with night. Come, civil night”), and (“Give me my Romeo, and when I shall die/Take him and cut him out in little stars”) with the word “die” possibly indicating sexual climax. :

JULIET
Gallop apace, you fiery-footed steeds,
Towards Phoebus’ lodging. Such a wagoner
As Phaëton would whip you to the west
And bring in cloudy night immediately.
Spread thy close curtain, love-performing night,
That runaways’ eyes may wink, and Romeo
Leap to these arms, untalked of and unseen.
Lovers can see to do their amorous rites
By their own beauties, or, if love be blind,
It best agrees with night. Come, civil night,
Thou sober-suited matron all in black,
And learn me how to lose a winning match
Played for a pair of stainless maidenhoods.
Hood my unmanned blood, bating in my cheeks,
With thy black mantle till strange love grow bold,
Think true love acted simple modesty.
Come, night. Come, Romeo. Come, thou day in
night,
For thou wilt lie upon the wings of night
Whiter than new snow upon a raven’s back.
Come, gentle night; come, loving black-browed
night,
Give me my Romeo, and when I shall die,
Take him and cut him out in little stars,
And he will make the face of heaven so fine
That all the world will be in love with night
And pay no worship to the garish sun.
O, I have bought the mansion of a love
But not possessed it, and, though I am sold,
Not yet enjoyed. So tedious is this day
As is the night before some festival
To an impatient child that hath new robes
And may not wear them.
		Enter Nurse with cords.

O, here comes my nurse,
And she brings news, and every tongue that speaks
But Romeo’s name speaks heavenly eloquence.—
Now, nurse, what news? What hast thou there? The
cords
That Romeo bid thee fetch?
NURSE  Ay, ay, the cords.
		Dropping the rope ladder.
		(3.2.1-40)

These thoughts are interrupted near the end of the above when Nurse arrives with the rope Romeo is meant to use to reach Juliet. Nurse tells Juliet about the fight, Romeo’s killing Tybalt, and Romeo's banishment. But the Nurse’s grief means she is confused as she speaks, and as a result Juliet becomes more desperate in her anguish. Ultimately Juliet is terribly saddened by Tybalt’s death, but Romeo’s banishment feels worse because to her it feels like she is being tortured. Romeo is alive, but she can’t see him again. And what stands out is the strength of her devotion to Romeo. No matter what, she supports him. Then when Juliet goes to bed she looks forward to her own death because she thinks Romeo is gone forever.

Later we hear Romeo say that he too would prefer death over banishment. Romeo, like Juliet, is crying from grief when Nurse arrives. And like Juliet he wants to die. But the Friar impresses on Romeo that life is an opportunity that is better than death. He encourages Romeo to go and comfort Juliet. Nurse agrees and returns to Juliet and tells her that Romeo is on his way. And Friar Lawrence also promises to reach out to Romeo in Mantua, and he helps Romeo to spend the night with Juliet before he must leave Verrona. 

Then later we see Romeo and Juliet after their wedding night. When it is time for him to leave for Mantua we hear the following. The references to larks and nightingales, the sun, clouds, light, and a pomegranate tree are characteristic of Shakespeare’s facility with weaving the natural world along with expressions of human emotions through his poetry:

JULIET
Wilt thou be gone? It is not yet near day.
It was the nightingale, and not the lark,
That pierced the fearful hollow of thine ear.
Nightly she sings on yond pomegranate tree.
Believe me, love, it was the nightingale.
ROMEO
It was the lark, the herald of the morn,
No nightingale. Look, love, what envious streaks
Do lace the severing clouds in yonder east.
Night’s candles are burnt out, and jocund day
Stands tiptoe on the misty mountain-tops.
I must be gone and live, or stay and die.
JULIET
Yond light is not daylight, I know it, I.
It is some meteor that the sun exhaled
To be to thee this night a torchbearer
And light thee on thy way to Mantua.
Therefore stay yet. Thou need’st not to be gone.
ROMEO
Let me be ta’en; let me be put to death.
I am content, so thou wilt have it so.
I’ll say yon gray is not the morning’s eye;
’Tis but the pale reflex of Cynthia’s brow.
Nor that is not the lark whose notes do beat
The vaulty heaven so high above our heads.
I have more care to stay than will to go.
Come death and welcome. Juliet wills it so.
How is ’t, my soul? Let’s talk. It is not day.
JULIET
It is, it is. Hie hence, begone, away!
It is the lark that sings so out of tune,
Straining harsh discords and unpleasing sharps.
Some say the lark makes sweet division.
This doth not so, for she divideth us.
Some say the lark and loathèd toad changed eyes.
O, now I would they had changed voices too,
Since arm from arm that voice doth us affray,
Hunting thee hence with hunt’s-up to the day.
O, now begone. More light and light it grows.
ROMEO
More light and light, more dark and dark our woes.
		(3.5.1-36)

Later, just before he leaves Juliet shares her fears. She is a bit like that of a fortune teller in a Shakespeare play who invariably predicts the future as Juliet does in the following. She imagines seeing Romeo as someone who is dead, “Methinks I see thee, now thou art so low/As one dead in the bottom of a tomb.” And Juliet also muses on Fortune:

JULIET
O God, I have an ill-divining soul!
Methinks I see thee, now thou art so low,
As one dead in the bottom of a tomb.
Either my eyesight fails or thou lookest pale.
ROMEO
And trust me, love, in my eye so do you.
Dry sorrow drinks our blood. Adieu, adieu.	He exits.
JULIET
O Fortune, Fortune, all men call thee fickle.
If thou art fickle, what dost thou with him
That is renowned for faith? Be fickle, Fortune,
For then I hope thou wilt not keep him long,
But send him back.
		(3.5.54-64)

But Juliet’s parents are operating in a completely different world than she is. Because the Capulet family grieves for Tybalt, Capulet advances Juliet's marriage to Paris to the next day, Monday. Eventually he agrees with Paris that this is too hasty and moves the date to Thursday. 

Juliet’s parents then try to force Juliet to marry Paris. Her refusal infuriates her parents. Of course, her parents don't know about her secret marriage to Romeo. But knowing Juliet, even if she wasn’t married to Romeo at that point, she would still steadfastly stay committed to him. 

The following moment in Romeo and Juliet plays brutally. In many ways, even though Juliet is not killed here, it is more brutal than any other moment in Shakespeare's earlier plays. The reason is that we have a much deeper understanding of Juliet than any other character before her. It’s violent not only in terms of the emotional and verbal abuse evident here, but Juliet is also physically abused. We can safely assume this is the case and it is often performed this way. The reason is that at one point even Lady Capulet pleads with her husband, “Fie, fie, what, are you mad?” If a production does not show this, then keep in mind that when her parents frighten Juliet with banishment from the family, they are implicitly threatening her with grave physical danger. And we also hear Lady Capulet making it clear that killing Romeo is a possibility, “We will have vengeance for it, fear thou not.” Unfortunately, the following moment briefly presents one of most famous and brilliantly written moments of abuse in all literature:

LADY CAPULET
We will have vengeance for it, fear thou not.
Then weep no more. I’ll send to one in Mantua,
Where that same banished runagate doth live,
Shall give him such an unaccustomed dram
That he shall soon keep Tybalt company.
And then, I hope, thou wilt be satisfied.
		(3.5.92-97)

Then Juliet is astonished by this hasty behavior by her parents, “I wonder at this haste, that I must wed/ Ere he that should be husband comes to woo.” And yet despite the pressure being applied against here, very quickly Juliet  summons the strength to declare her love for Romeo to her mother:

JULIET
And joy comes well in such a needy time.
What are they, beseech your Ladyship?
LADY CAPULET
Well, well, thou hast a careful father, child,
One who, to put thee from thy heaviness,
Hath sorted out a sudden day of joy
That thou expects not, nor I looked not for.
JULIET
Madam, in happy time! What day is that?
LADY CAPULET
Marry, my child, early next Thursday morn
The gallant, young, and noble gentleman,
The County Paris, at Saint Peter’s Church
Shall happily make thee there a joyful bride.
JULIET
Now, by Saint Peter’s Church, and Peter too,
He shall not make me there a joyful bride!
I wonder at this haste, that I must wed
Ere he that should be husband comes to woo.
I pray you, tell my lord and father, madam,
I will not marry yet, and when I do I swear
It shall be Romeo, whom you know I hate,
Rather than Paris. These are news indeed!
LADY CAPULET
Here comes your father. Tell him so yourself,
And see how he will take it at your hands.
		Enter Capulet and Nurse.
		(3.5.110-130)

What we are seeing here tells us a lot about Juliet’s character and also her parents’ as well. Yes, parents back then would often dictate marriages for their children. But at a time of grieving, this hard to understand. We will witness something like this in Hamlet with the fact that Hamlet’s uncle had married his mother shortly after the death of his father. The effect on the audience is very strong because such an abrupt action is startling in the face of tragedy. The result is that we  have to care even more for Juliet. And then this exchange comes later:

CAPULET
Soft, take me with you, take me with you, wife.
How, will she none? Doth she not give us thanks?
Is she not proud? Doth she not count her blessed,
Unworthy as she is, that we have wrought
So worthy a gentleman to be her bride?
JULIET
Not proud you have, but thankful that you have.
Proud can I never be of what I hate,
But thankful even for hate that is meant love.
CAPULET
How, how, how, how? Chopped logic? What is this?
“Proud,” and “I thank you,” and “I thank you not,”
And yet “not proud”? Mistress minion you,
Thank me no thankings, nor proud me no prouds,
But fettle your fine joints ’gainst Thursday next
To go with Paris to Saint Peter’s Church,
Or I will drag thee on a hurdle thither.
Out, you green-sickness carrion! Out, you baggage!
You tallow face!
LADY CAPULET  Fie, fie, what, are you mad?
JULIET, kneeling
Good father, I beseech you on my knees,
Hear me with patience but to speak a word.
CAPULET
Hang thee, young baggage, disobedient wretch!
I tell thee what: get thee to church o’ Thursday,
Or never after look me in the face.
Speak not; reply not; do not answer me.
My fingers itch.—Wife, we scarce thought us
blessed
That God had lent us but this only child,
But now I see this one is one too much,
And that we have a curse in having her.
Out on her, hilding.
		(3.5.146-175)

Notice something else above. That is Shakespeare’s ability to depict violent unhinged speech through his dialogue. For example, there is, “How, how, how, how? Chopped logic? What is this?/ ‘Proud,’ and ‘I thank you’ and ‘I thank you not’/And  yet ‘not proud’? Mistress minion you/” Here we see language fracture and lose any sense. His calling her a “minion” comes out of anger, but that may be an accurate representation of his perception of her. This absence of coherent language here is emblematic of tragedy. And then later we hear him pity himself and threaten to kick her out of the house:

CAPULET  God’s bread, it makes me mad.
Day, night, hour, tide, time, work, play,
Alone, in company, still my care hath been
To have her matched. And having now provided
A gentleman of noble parentage,
Of fair demesnes, youthful, and nobly ligned,
Stuffed, as they say, with honorable parts,
Proportioned as one’s thought would wish a man—
And then to have a wretched puling fool,
A whining mammet, in her fortune’s tender,
To answer “I’ll not wed. I cannot love.
I am too young. I pray you, pardon me.”
But, an you will not wed, I’ll pardon you!
Graze where you will, you shall not house with me.
Look to ’t; think on ’t. I do not use to jest.
Thursday is near. Lay hand on heart; advise.
An you be mine, I’ll give you to my friend.
An you be not, hang, beg, starve, die in the streets,
For, by my soul, I’ll ne’er acknowledge thee,
Nor what is mine shall never do thee good.
Trust to ’t; bethink you. I’ll not be forsworn.
		He exits.
		(3.5.187-207)

So, Juliet appeals to her mother who refuses to talk further and dismisses her: 

JULIET
Is there no pity sitting in the clouds
That sees into the bottom of my grief?—
O sweet my mother, cast me not away.
Delay this marriage for a month, a week,
Or, if you do not, make the bridal bed
In that dim monument where Tybalt lies.
LADY CAPULET
Talk not to me, for I’ll not speak a word.
Do as thou wilt, for I have done with thee.
		She exits.
		(3.5.208-215)

Here verbal, emotional, and physical abuse on a child is depicted in a remarkably dramatic way. We hear Capulet’s complete disinterest in Juliet’s feelings. He demands this marriage. He feels absolutely entitled to having her bend to his will. His words are hateful. Capulet even promises Juliet that she will be in the church getting married even, as if she was going to the chopping block, Juliet had to appear looking like she had been beaten, bound, dragged and grieving every step of the way. If not she will be kicked out of the family and forgotten. And Juliet's mother only rejects her instead of offering her support

Then Juliet appeals to Nurse. But Nurse breaks Juliet’s heart leading to Juliet parting from Nurse, “Thou and my bosom henceforth shall be twain”: 

JULIET, rising
O God! O nurse, how shall this be prevented?
My husband is on Earth, my faith in heaven.
How shall that faith return again to Earth
Unless that husband send it me from heaven
By leaving Earth? Comfort me; counsel me.—
Alack, alack, that heaven should practice stratagems
Upon so soft a subject as myself.—
What sayst thou? Hast thou not a word of joy?
Some comfort, nurse.
NURSE  Faith, here it is.
Romeo is banished, and all the world to nothing
That he dares ne’er come back to challenge you,
Or, if he do, it needs must be by stealth.
Then, since the case so stands as now it doth,
I think it best you married with the County.
O, he’s a lovely gentleman!
Romeo’s a dishclout to him. An eagle, madam,
Hath not so green, so quick, so fair an eye
As Paris hath. Beshrew my very heart,
I think you are happy in this second match,
For it excels your first, or, if it did not,
Your first is dead, or ’twere as good he were
As living here and you no use of him.
JULIET
Speak’st thou from thy heart?
NURSE
And from my soul too, else beshrew them both.
JULIET  Amen.
NURSE  What?
JULIET
Well, thou hast comforted me marvelous much.
Go in and tell my lady I am gone,
Having displeased my father, to Lawrence’ cell
To make confession and to be absolved.
NURSE
Marry, I will; and this is wisely done.
		She exits.
JULIET
Ancient damnation, O most wicked fiend!
Is it more sin to wish me thus forsworn
Or to dispraise my lord with that same tongue
Which she hath praised him with above compare
So many thousand times? Go, counselor.
Thou and my bosom henceforth shall be twain.
I’ll to the Friar to know his remedy.
If all else fail, myself have power to die.
		She exits.
		(3.5.216-255)

I have seen productions in which the reason Nurse has arrived so quickly to the fight between Juliet and her parents is that she is right outside the door listening. She is sometimes depicted to look like a gossip or similar character getting news. This plays off her comic aspects. But I think it is wrong and out of step with the moment. Nurse well knows how Juliet will be treated by her parents when they confront her. Something like this has, hopefully less violently, happened often enough before to make Nurse want to be available as soon as possible. It is hard to believe that the Juliet we meet in the play or her parents are a lot different than they were before. 

Then Nurse’s betrayal of Juliet when she encourages her to marry Paris is terribly sad. It has to be acknowledged that Nurse would be instantly dismissed by Juliet’s parents if they knew the truth. But it is meaningful that Nurse is concerned for Juliet’s safety and welfare and wants as easy a life for her as possible. Another point to consider is that Nurse expects that Juliet’s parents will do exactly what they promised to do. And realistically, if her parents expelled Juliet from the family this would leave her with only a few options. Entering a convent is an obvious one. Juliet also could leave home to find Romeo in Mantua or try living her life on her own (both terribly dangerous options).

The fourth act then begins with Juliet going to Friar Lawrence for help. Juliet is grieving, but she is also determined to find a solution. If not, then she says that she will kill herself. There is a steeliness in her voice that is indicated by her direct precise way of speaking. What we will see as the play continues is something like stoicism in her. The friar’s plan is for Juliet to drink a potion that will cause her to appear to be dead for forty-two hours. Then she will awaken and the Friar and Romeo will save her.

Juliet returns home after seeing Friar Lawrence. She easily performs the role of obedient daughter in a way that satisfies her parents. But the audience or reader will recognize irony and equivocation in her performance. Her parents do not understand her at all, and on top of this they are many steps behind her as well. That point is not in reference to what she is planning. It refers to who she is, how she thinks, and how much strength she possesses. 

Then there is a long meandering soliloquy from Juliet in which she shares her fears. Her mind ranges from fear of the poison killing her to considering the possibility that Friar Lawrence  gave her a poison that will kill her (to protect himself?). But Juliet trusts the friar. Then Juliet considers the possible horrors of awakening and finding herself alone among her dead ancestors rather than being rescued by Romeo. She also ponders the possibility that the she would wind up going mad. And then she imagines Tybalt riding to Romeo and Juliet and trying to kill her or kill Romeo. Note that her brilliant ability to quickly suggest this range of possible outcomes doesn’t include the possibility that Romeo arrives early and is horrified to find her dead. Juliet's last lines here are these. She is resolute:

O, if I wake, shall I not be distraught,
Environèd with all these hideous fears,
And madly play with my forefathers’ joints,
And pluck the mangled Tybalt from his shroud,
And, in this rage, with some great kinsman’s bone,
As with a club, dash out my desp’rate brains?	
O look, methinks I see my cousin’s ghost
Seeking out Romeo that did spit his body
Upon a rapier’s point! Stay, Tybalt, stay!
Romeo, Romeo, Romeo! Here’s drink. I drink to
thee.	
		She drinks and falls upon her bed			within the curtains.
		(4.3.50-60)

Later the wedding party arrives and looks in on Juliet. Nurse is shocked when she sees Juliet. She and the others think Juliet is dead. 

Capulet and his wife are now overwhelmed with grief. The death of Juliet triggers feelings that should have prevailed when she is alive. You feel like they loved her and are maybe feeling remorse or the grief that parents suffer when they lose a child. That kind of grief defies description. But remorse is seemingly evident in what they say and how they speak.

But Friar Lawrence is also there. He knows Capulet’s values. And he compares the heaven where Juliet will be to her parents’ heaven which was their own social advancement. We see that the  last words Capulet says in the fourth acts reflects a man who is grieving for his daughter, but is he also feeling for the fact that the wedding is now going to be a funeral? This transition in focus from Juliet to “solemnity” or event and his joys isn’t hard to miss: 

CAPULET
Despised, distressèd, hated, martyred, killed!
Uncomfortable time, why cam’st thou now
To murder, murder our solemnity?
O child! O child! My soul and not my child!
Dead art thou! Alack, my child is dead,
And with my child my joys are burièd.
		(4.5.65-70)

It is the last act of the play when the plague affects the story. It should also be remembered that the plague strikes randomly when it kills, paying no attention at all to age or wealth. It is mostly the young who die In Romeo and Juliet, not the adults.

Romeo is waiting for Juliet’s letters. The wait feels too long to him. He also had a dream that Juliet found him lying dead, and rather than frightening him, because he is actually alive it revived him. He is joyful then when his man Balthasar arrives. But Romeo is shattered upon learning about Juliet’s apparent death. He decides to leave for Verona. He also compels an apothecary to sell him poison he plans to drink right near Juliet to be with her forever.

And we also know that Friar Lawrence sent a message to Romeo bidding him to return and rescue Juliet according to his plan. Romeo’s shock shows that the message never arrived. Later Friar Lawrence finds out from Friar John that he couldn’t deliver the letter. He was not allowed into Mantua because of the fear that he may have been exposed to the plague. This prompts Friar Lawrence to decide to go to Juliet right away and take her back to his cell upon awakening. And he asks Friar John to bring him what he needs free Juliet. We notice that Friar Lawrence expects her to awaken within three hours:

FRIAR LAWRENCE
Who bare my letter, then, to Romeo?
FRIAR JOHN
I could not send it—here it is again—
					Returning the letter.
Nor get a messenger to bring it thee,
So fearful were they of infection.
FRIAR LAWRENCE
Unhappy fortune! By my brotherhood,
The letter was not nice but full of charge,
Of dear import, and the neglecting it
May do much danger. Friar John, go hence.
Get me an iron crow and bring it straight
Unto my cell.
FRIAR JOHN
Brother, I’ll go and bring it thee.	
		He exits.
FRIAR LAWRENCE
Now must I to the monument alone.
Within this three hours will fair Juliet wake.
She will beshrew me much that Romeo
Hath had no notice of these accidents.
But I will write again to Mantua,
And keep her at my cell till Romeo come.
Poor living corse, closed in a dead man’s tomb!
		(5.2.13-30)

Meanwhile Paris mourns for Juliet. He visits Juliet to spread flowers around her in the tomb and stand vigil beside her. Now we must remember that Paris believes Juliet died because of the murder of her cousin, Tybalt. This again is another example of others not understanding either Romeo or Juliet. But what is also important here is that Paris is showing us that he cared for her. 

But soon Romeo, feeling wild with grief and determined to die near Juliet, surprises Paris in the vault. They are immediately enraged upon seeing one another. Romeo warns Paris to leave, but Paris is determined to arrest Romeo. Then Romeo kills Paris. We read the following up to Romeo’s death. We hear that he is astonished by Juliet’s beauty, “Death, that hath sucked the honey of thy breath/ Hath had no power yet upon thy beauty.” He imagines a monstrous future for her and as such is determined, “For fear of that I still will stay with thee/And never from this palace of dim night/Depart again. Here, here will I remain/With worms that are thy chambermaids:

		Laying Paris in the tomb
How oft when men are at the point of death
Have they been merry, which their keepers call
A light’ning before death! O, how may I
Call this a light’ning?—O my love, my wife,
Death, that hath sucked the honey of thy breath,
Hath had no power yet upon thy beauty.
Thou art not conquered. Beauty’s ensign yet
Is crimson in thy lips and in thy cheeks,
And death’s pale flag is not advancèd there.—
Tybalt, liest thou there in thy bloody sheet?
O, what more favor can I do to thee
Than with that hand that cut thy youth in twain
To sunder his that was thine enemy?
Forgive me, cousin.—Ah, dear Juliet,
Why art thou yet so fair? Shall I believe
That unsubstantial death is amorous,
And that the lean abhorrèd monster keeps
Thee here in dark to be his paramour?
For fear of that I still will stay with thee
And never from this palace of dim night
Depart again. Here, here will I remain
With worms that are thy chambermaids. O, here
Will I set up my everlasting rest
And shake the yoke of inauspicious stars
From this world-wearied flesh! Eyes, look your last.
Arms, take your last embrace. And, lips, O, you
The doors of breath, seal with a righteous kiss
A dateless bargain to engrossing death.
		Kissing Juliet.
Come, bitter conduct, come, unsavory guide!
Thou desperate pilot, now at once run on
The dashing rocks thy seasick weary bark!
Here’s to my love. Drinking. O true apothecary,
Thy drugs are quick. Thus with a kiss I die.
		He dies.
		(5.3.88-120)

It is right then when Friar Lawrence appears with a lantern, crowbar and spade. We learn that he arrived when he expected Juliet to awaken. This raises a question; did he wait for Don John to go and find a crowbar before he left to save Juliet? Romeo seems to have died only about half an hour before Friar Lawrence arrived. Then Juliet dies soon after the friar arrives. But just before this happens, the friar abandons her because he himself becomes afraid upon hearing noises as others are now approaching. Then Friar Lawrence is apprehended soon thereafter. Why wasn’t he watching over her before any of this happened? Rather than making sure that he is there when Juliet awakens, he waits until just before her death to leave her. Most people watching the play will register the fact that rather than staying with Juliet, in fear of being discovered, he flees. But what this means may be overwhelmed by the emotional moment. We read the following: 


JULIET
O comfortable friar, where is my lord?
I do remember well where I should be,
And there I am. Where is my Romeo?
FRIAR LAWRENCE
I hear some noise.—Lady, come from that nest
Of death, contagion, and unnatural sleep.
A greater power than we can contradict
Hath thwarted our intents. Come, come away.
Thy husband in thy bosom there lies dead,
And Paris, too. Come, I’ll dispose of thee
Among a sisterhood of holy nuns.
Stay not to question, for the watch is coming.
Come, go, good Juliet. I dare no longer stay.
JULIET
Go, get thee hence, for I will not away.
		He exits.
What’s here? A cup closed in my true love’s hand?
Poison, I see, hath been his timeless end.—
O churl, drunk all, and left no friendly drop
To help me after! I will kiss thy lips.
Haply some poison yet doth hang on them,
To make me die with a restorative.	
		She kisses him.
Thy lips are warm!
		(5.3.153-172)

This is followed by:

FIRST WATCH  Lead, boy. Which way?
JULIET
Yea, noise? Then I’ll be brief. O, happy dagger,
This is thy sheath. There rust, and let me die.
		She takes Romeo’s dagger, 
		stabs herself, and dies.
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This is the place, there where the torch doth burn.
FIRST WATCH
The ground is bloody.—Search about the
churchyard.
Go, some of you; whoe’er you find, attach.
		Some watchmen exit.
Pitiful sight! Here lies the County slain,
And Juliet bleeding, warm, and newly dead,
Who here hath lain this two days burièd.—
Go, tell the Prince. Run to the Capulets.
		(5.3.173-183)

The Capulets soon arrive followed by Montague who tells us that his wife died soon after Romeo was banished. They all hear Friar Lawrence explain what happened. He explains, and also suggests that if any wrong on his part is discovered then he expects to be punished. But the Prince seems to exonerate him based on his good reputation:

But he which bore my letter, Friar John,
Was stayed by accident, and yesternight
Returned my letter back. Then all alone
At the prefixèd hour of her waking
Came I to take her from her kindred’s vault,
Meaning to keep her closely at my cell
Till I conveniently could send to Romeo.
But when I came, some minute ere the time
Of her awakening, here untimely lay
The noble Paris and true Romeo dead.
She wakes, and I entreated her come forth
And bear this work of heaven with patience.
But then a noise did scare me from the tomb,
And she, too desperate, would not go with me
But, as it seems, did violence on herself.
All this I know, and to the marriage
Her nurse is privy. And if aught in this
Miscarried by my fault, let my old life
Be sacrificed some hour before his time
Unto the rigor of severest law.
PRINCE
We still have known thee for a holy man.—
		(5.3.259-279)

The following suggests that peace will prevail. Is that really true? After all, both fathers promise to build golden monuments to their children, but who does that commemorate? Are Capulet and Montague competing with one another in what follows in the famous end of the play? I have seen productions that suggest that this is so. In that case, the ending can be seen to be ambiguous rather than certain that peace will prevail. More often, productions suggest peace since Capulet starts the following with, “O brother Montague, give me thy hand.”:

CAPULET
O brother Montague, give me thy hand.
This is my daughter’s jointure, for no more
Can I demand.
MONTAGUE  But I can give thee more,
For I will ray her statue in pure gold,
That whiles Verona by that name is known,
There shall no figure at such rate be set
As that of true and faithful Juliet.
CAPULET
As rich shall Romeo’s by his lady’s lie,
Poor sacrifices of our enmity.
PRINCE
A glooming peace this morning with it brings.
The sun for sorrow will not show his head.
Go hence to have more talk of these sad things.
Some shall be pardoned, and some punishèd.
For never was a story of more woe
Than this of Juliet and her Romeo.
		(5.3.259-279)
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