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Sherlock Holmes and Shakespeare: 

Decoding Shakespeare’s Language in Romeo and Juliet 

 

Andrea B. Brown 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

How can a teacher adequately prepare ninth grade students to understand Shakespeare‟s 

language in the play Romeo and Juliet?  The following curriculum unit will provide an 

answer to that question.  By building a bridge between the rhythm and symmetry found in 

daily life to the rhythm and symmetry found in Shakespeare‟s prose and verse, students 

will become comfortable with his Elizabethan language and style of writing.  Instead of 

being overwhelmed by a sense that the cultural and linguistic differences encountered in 

Shakespearean writing are too difficult to understand, it is hoped that my students will 

read Romeo and Juliet with an attitude that this story is relevant to young people of any 

era and was created as entertainment for the common man. 

 

     This curriculum does not approach the study of Romeo and Juliet as literature to be 

analyzed.  The following paraphrase of a lecture given by Dr. Sidney Berger, Director, 

School of Theatre, University of Houston, explains further. 

 

Be careful not to teach Shakespeare as literature.  It was written as text to be acted 

out on the stage.  The characters interpret the action for us by means of the text. 

There were no curtains to close a scene.  There was no stage lighting to 

distinguish daylight and darkness.  To visualize a scene the audience depended 

upon the aliveness of the text and the ability of the actor to create images for us 

with words.  A perfect example is found in Act III, Scene V of Romeo and Juliet 

when Romeo says, 

 

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 mountaintops. 

I must be gone and live, or stay and die. 

(1.3.6-11) 

 

We should be able to imagine the light of dawn that he and Juliet see from her 

window.  The purpose of the lines is not that Romeo prove himself a great poet 

but to convey to our imagination that with the onset of daylight, Romeo is in 

danger of being discovered. 
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This approach to Romeo and Juliet means we study the architecture of the verse.  We will 

ask questions such as, “Why are there short lines?” or “Why are there shared lines?” or 

“What is the purpose in breaking the rhythm of iambic pentameter with a trochaic foot, a 

spondee or anapestic beat?”  When students of Shakespeare can answer these questions 

as they pertain to a particular character‟s lines, they will have discovered the real 

personality of the characters and will have deciphered what is taking place on stage.  

Wesley Van Tassel, an acting teacher and stage director advises in his book Clues to 

Acting Shakespeare that “with Shakespeare, the character is discovered through the 

verse”  (Van Tassel, xvi). 

 

RHYTHM AND SYMMETRY IN DAILY LIFE 

 

The first class period will be spent talking about rhythm and symmetry as an integral part 

of our daily life.  Outside of music where do we find rhythm?  Probable answers will be a 

clock ticking, waves pounding on the sea shore, windshield wipers, a washing machine, 

the heart when it beats at an accelerated pace, our steps when we jog.  The beating of our  

pulse and our footsteps can be measured in a specific meter.  It is iambic pentameter.  We 

are all poetry in motion just by being humans.  Iambic pentameter, or blank verse, has ten 

feet with a pattern described as dee dum dee dum dee dum and so on.  The dee is the heel 

of your foot touching the ground and represents the unstressed syllable.  The dum is the 

toe of your foot completing your step and is equivalent to the stressed syllable (Van 

Tassel, 15).  Your pulse is not easily detected when you are at rest, but jump around until 

your heart beats faster.  You can feel the dee dum dee dum dee dum pattern repeat itself. 

 

     Next we will talk about symmetry and produce a list of things that are symmetrical.  

Some items mentioned will be an apple, an orange, a clock, a window, a chair, a 

basketball court, a tennis court, a bed, some letters of the alphabet and the body.  

Symmetry connotes balance and equality.  Many machines in our lives have symmetry in 

order to function properly.  Symmetry is part of our everyday language use. For example, 

as Kristin Linklater offers in her book Freeing Shakespeare’s Voice, have you ever heard 

someone say, “Shall I tell you the good news or the bad news first?” or “Loved the book, 

hated the movie” (Linklater, 84).  Allow time for brainstorming this topic because it leads 

into how poetry is structured.  While the class is listening to Romeo and Juliet, if there is 

class time to practice speaking some famous lines that contain antithesis, the 

understanding of symmetry will be helpful.    

                                                                                                                                                             

RHYTHM AND SYMMETRY IN POETRY 

 

The rhythm of poetry carries us from stanza to stanza just as a song prompts us to move 

in harmony with its beat.  With a Shakespeare play the verse structure must carry the 

story along and keep the audience attentive.  In the Elizabethan theater rhyming couplets 

were used to end a scene or act because there was no stage curtain. Frederic Ness in his 

book The Use of Rhyme in Shakespeare’s Plays points out that eleven out of twenty-four 

scenes in Romeo and Juliet end with rhymed couplets.  They served a dramatic purpose 
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as well.  These rhymes created a strong pause as well as an important shift in the action. 

(Ness, 79).  The use of prose, the variations in line length, shared lines, word plays, 

antithesis, and other means of changing up the rhythm and meter in verse created energy 

on the stage and held the interest of the audience. Shakespeare‟s plays were written in 

verse for other practical reasons.  First, an actor might have to perform as many as forty 

plays a year, so lines of verse were easier to memorize.  Second, blank verse most closely 

resembled ordinary speech.  As the actor Ian McKellan explains in John Barton‟s book 

Playing Shakespeare, “the verse is a more economical way than prose of saying 

something, it‟s likely to be more concise and more particular and exact.  At the same 

time, because verse has a rhythm and a flow, it‟s perhaps more attractive to listen to and 

helps the actor to keep the audience‟s attention” (Barton, 25).   Since comprehending 

written or spoken  Elizabethan English verse is an unavoidable challenge for anyone 

studying Shakespeare, we need to take some smaller steps by working with modern 

poetry in the classroom.   

 

     Because Shakespeare appeals to our five senses when his characters speak, we want to 

practice with words that show but don‟t tell.  By reading as a class a selection of poems 

that are devised in this way, a student‟s mind will be more receptive to the figurative 

style of language that Shakespeare‟s characters employ.  I would choose poems that are 

constructed simply without complex messages yet involve our five senses.  One 

suggestion is Pablo Neruda‟s poem Verbo in which he pleads for words that have the 

power to send messages to our souls.  A translation reads as follows: 

 

                              Word 

           I‟m going to crumple this word, 

           I‟m going to twist it, 

           Yes, 

           It‟s too smooth, 

           It‟s as though a big dog or 

              A big river 

           Had been licking it over and 

              Over with tongue or water 

           For many years. 

 

           I want the word 

           To reveal the roughness, 

           The ferruginous salt, 

           The toothless strength 

           Of the earth, 

           The blood 

           Of those who talked and of  those 

              Who did not talk. 

 

           I want to see the thirst 
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           Inside the syllables 

           I want to touch the fire 

           In the sound: 

           I want to feel the darkness 

           Of the scream.  I want 

           Rough words, 

           Like virgin rocks. 

          (Linklater, 30-31) 

 

“When words are seen, tasted, touched, felt, they penetrate and break up patterns of 

thought.  They reach into emotions, memories, associations, and they spark the 

imagination” (Linklater, 31).   

 

Another suggestion for a poem that the class can share is “Counting the Beats” by Robert 

Graves.  With few words he evokes  powerful emotions and visual images.   

 

           You, love, and I, 

           (He whispers) you and I, 

           And if no more than only you and I 

           What care you or I? 

 

           Counting the beats, 

           Counting the slow heart beats, 

           The bleeding to death of time in slow heart beats, 

           Wakeful they lie. 

 

           Cloudless day, 

           Night, and a cloudless day, 

           Yet the huge storm will burst upon their heads one day 

           From a bitter sky. 

 

           Where  shall we be, 

           (She whispers) where shall we be? 

           When death strikes home, O where then shall we be 

           Who were you and I? 

 

           Not there but here, 

           (He whispers) only here, 

           As we are, here, together, now and here, 

           Always you and I. 
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           Counting the beats, 

           Counting the slow heart beats, 

           The bleeding to death of time in slow heart beats, 

           Wakeful they lie. 

           (Glencoe Lit. Course 4, 695) 

 

This poem conveys intimate emotions shared by a man and a woman.  We hear them 

talking to one another as though we were ease dropping.  In juxtaposition to their 

conversation, we have the voice of a third party  providing us with information about 

them almost like a documentary.  This poem is a listening experience compared to the 

previous one by Neruda, who appeals to our sense of smell, taste, touch and sight. 

 

Dramatic Presentations of Poetry 

   

A good poet captures our attention as he shares personal feelings or relates a story or 

historical event in an artistic way.  W.S. Merwin instructs us to “stop what you‟re doing, 

what you‟re thinking, and what you‟re expecting and just be there for the poem for 

however long it takes” (Glencoe Literature, Course 4, 438).  This approach to poetry 

trains the students to listen with more than their ears.  To help them abstract images from 

words, their first assignment is to present to the class a favorite poem which they have 

spent time reading over and over until it comes to life for them.  In the oral presentation 

of  the poem, the student should convey by the manner in which the poem is recited, that 

he or she truly understands what the poet is expressing.  The student should spend time 

practicing which words to emphasize, what emotions to attach to the lines, how to 

modulate his tone of voice, and any other device that makes the presentation meaningful 

or entertaining.  After reciting the poem, the student will answer the following questions: 

 

1. Why did you choose the poem? 

2. What meaning does it hold for you? 

3. What literary devices and words work to make the poem memorable for you? 

 

Since this is not a poetry unit, for the sake of time it might be better if students worked in 

pairs or groups of threes to prepare the oral recitations.  The objectives for this 

assignment are to give students practice in dramatic readings and to help them become 

perceptive listeners. 

 

Training Students to be Good Listeners 

 

Many people who attended plays in Elizabethan England were illiterate but they 

appreciated word plays and heightened language, so this was a favorite form of 

entertainment for them.  “In order to pass over grief, the Italians sleep, the French sing, 

the Germans drink and the English go to plays”  (“Shakespeare‟s London” CD-ROM). 

We need to appreciate the fact that their ears were as trained as their eyes.  “Elizabethans 

. . . were sensually highly aware of how rhythms, sound and texture could combine with 
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comprehension to bring out something which goes beyond just the sense” (Barton, 195).  

As the students concentrate on one poem or a sonnet, they will begin to discover the 

purpose of rhythmic patterns in verse.  Then reading poetry or a Shakespearean play will 

become more like an entertaining experience than an academic exercise. 

 

LEARNING FROM THE SONNETS 

 

Iambic Pentameter 

 

The second major portion of this unit focuses on several Shakespearean sonnets because 

they contain poetic devices, which Shakespeare also used in his plays.  We will observe 

the structure of a sonnet, three stanzas of four lines each and a concluding rhymed 

couplet.  The first twelve lines often state a problem or express some inner conflict while 

the last two lines resolve the matter, sum up what is previously stated or provide a 

surprise ending.  Shakespeare‟s sonnets employ iambic pentameter.  A line composed in 

this form has five feet.  A foot is equal to two syllables so there are ten syllables in one 

line of iambic pentameter. The first syllable is unstressed, the second is stressed.  Most 

commentaries on Shakespeare describe this pattern using two words in repetition: dee 

dum, dee dum, dee dum, dee dum, dee dum.  When these measured lines do not rhyme, 

we have blank verse.  “Blank verse was developed by Shakespeare and his 

contemporaries in the late sixteenth century and is usually considered the written form 

closest to actual English speech” (Van Tassel, 15).  Even without rhyme this form of 

poetry has rhythm.   

 

Variations of Rhythm in Iambic Pentameter Lines 

 

Shakespeare purposefully broke the regular rhythm of his verse to create interest or to 

emphasize an idea.  Following are examples of these variations. 

 

Spondee:  2 stressed syllables                                                                                                   

Sonnet 86: “Was it the proud full sail of his great verse”   

Sonnet 116:  “O, no! It is an ever-fixed mark” 

Sonnet 85: “My tongue-tied Muse in manners holds her still” 

 

Anapest:  2 unstressed syllables and a stressed syllable 

Sonnet 116: “Let me not to the marriage of true minds” 

                    “Which alters when it alteration finds” 

 

Because the irregularity of rhyme in Sonnet 116 lends a forcefulness to some key 

phrases, some commentators believe this sonnet was a response to an impassioned 

discussion about love. 

 

Trochee:  a stressed syllable and an unstressed syllable (the reverse of iambic 

pentameter); often found in the first foot of a line (Van Tassel, 25). 
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Sonnet 27: “Weary with toil, I haste me to my bed.”  The word weary counts for two 

syllables and pronouns are normally unstressed syllables (Van Tassel, 145). 

 

Enjambed line:  the sense of a line of verse carries over to the next line. 

Sonnet 106: “When in the chronicle of wasted time \ I see descriptions of the fairest  

Wights, \ And beauty making beautiful old rime \ In praise of ladies dead 

And lovely knights,” 

 

The Rhymed Couplet Ending 

 

The rhymed couplet that ends a sonnet serves one of three purposes.  It is designed to be  

“closely linked with its context {and} is related in one of three ways:  it either expresses a 

contrast, makes a climax, or forms a conclusion.” (Ness, 29)  The writer of Sonnet 30 has 

moments filled with remorse and regret, but he realizes the value of someone‟s friendship 

and is no longer heavy- hearted:   

 

But if the while I think on thee, dear friend, 

All losses are restored, and sorrows end. 

 

Sound Devices in the Sonnets 

 

Onomatopoeia:  a word or phrase that suggests the action or sound it describes. 

Sonnet 60: “Like as the waves make towards the pebbled shore, 

                    So do our minutes hasten to their end; 

                    Each changing place with that which goes before 

                    In sequent toil all forwards do contend. 

The preceding lines capture the movement of the waves reaching the shoreline and  

receding.  Even the alternating length of the lines resembles the ebb and flow of the tide. 

 

Alliteration: in lines of poetry, words beginning with the same letter, usually a 

consonant. Where there is antithesis, there is usually alliteration. 

Sonnet 12: “And sable curls o‟er-silvered all with white” 

                  “Borne on the bier with white and bristly beard” 

Sonnet 103: “Dulling my lines, and doing me disgrace.” 

 

Antithesis in the Sonnets 

                                                                                                                               

In poetry this term refers to words in balanced construction that express opposing ideas.  

It is a major literary device in Shakespeare‟s writings.  The antithesis can be one word set 

against another, or it can be double or triple antithesis, depending upon the number of 

words used to create the contrasting ideas.  Sonnet 112 contains double antithesis in the 

lines:  “When I do count the clock that tells the time,\ And see the brave day sunk in             

hideous night;” John Barton provides a wonderful explanation of how antithesis works in 

this sonnet:                                                      
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Words work on words, qualifying and changing the direction of the thought. 

One phrase is set up so that another can knock it down.  So if you set up  „brave 

day‟ brightly you can attack and destroy it with „sunk in hideous night.‟  The 

actual sounds of the words must work on one another.  The sound of the words 

„brave day‟ is brave in itself, and the consonants in „sunk in hideous night‟ are 

destructive and ugly.” (Barton, 106). 

 

Sonnet 27 contains whole lines set in antithesis to each other: 

 

 “Weary with toil, I haste me to my bed, . . . But then begins a journey in my head”  

Reciting Sonnets for Dramatic Effect 

 

Arrange the desks in a circle for the times the class shares poetry.  To appreciate the 

rhythm of a sonnet choose a favorite one such as Sonnet 18.  Have each student say a line 

going around the room till everyone has had an opportunity to speak.  Repeat this 

exercise until you know your class can feel the beat and hear the rhyme.   

 

     Another way to apprehend a sonnet uses a portion of an exercise devised by Kristin 

Linklater.  Using Sonnet 29, categorize the words into one of the following groups:  

image words, emotion words, state-of-being words, active words, impressionistic words.  

If  the class is working on this assignment in small groups, no two groups will come up 

with the same associations. The value of the exercise is that words are being associated 

with the senses or emotions.  The words will begin to take on personal significance as 

each person realizes that words can trigger the imagination and the memory (Linklater, 

42-52). Each student might pick a few words from the sonnet that are especially 

meaningful and share them with his group.   Then practice the sonnet aloud, saying it 

over and over until the group is ready to say it aloud to the class.   The oral presentation 

should follow the format given for modern poetry.  This time the students should identify 

rhyme scheme, sound devices, and be able to speak the sonnet in keeping with the rhythm 

that brings out the sense of the lines.    This type of assignment provides practice for oral 

recitation and allows the students in the audience the opportunity to develop perceptive 

listening skills.  It also is in keeping with our goal to connect poetry to everyday life. 

 

CREATING A MINI-DRAMA 

 

In the minds of our ninth graders the circumstances, the people and the plot of Romeo 

and Juliet should seem as current as a TV sitcom or new movie.  To create this frame of 

mind I will remind them that antithesis causes words to work against each other to create 

energy.  Shakespeare wrote so much antithetically that we need to be reminded of its 

usefulness to him as a playwright.  The energy it created often was in the context of some 

personal conflict.  Extending the analogy to conflict in daily life, we can explore the 

emotions that arise when two people disagree about some issue that matters to both of 

them.  What happens in a household of six people and there is only one bathroom?  How 
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does a family of five drivers share one car?  What happens if your curfew is midnight and 

you arrive home at 2:00 a.m?                                                

 

     From these less serious situations, move on to discussion about conflicts that occur 

between the students and their parents.  Possible problems will be balancing parental 

authority and adolescent responsibility, racial or religious conflicts, dating limitations. 

Then address the topic of being married at age 13, a common age for marriage in 

Elizabethan England.  Is this good idea in our society?  Why or why not?   

 

     Following this “shared inquiry” method of brainstorming a topic, the students are 

assigned the task of creating a scene to be acted out in front of the class which portrays a 

teenager who defies his parents‟ orders and suffers personal tragedy.  Each scenario 

should last 10 minutes or long enough to establish an argument and act out the 

consequence of defiance.    

 

INTRODUCING ROMEO AND JULIET  

 

If weather permits, take the students outside for the first class that introduces the play.  

Let the students sit close to each other as you provide introductory remarks about 

Shakespeare and his theatre.  Because our main goal is to relate Elizabethan verse and 

Shakespeare‟s themes to our personal life, we do not want to introduce at this time too 

much information about the past.   

 

     I believe it is important to remind everyone that the plays began around 3:00 p.m. on 

an open-air stage that had no curtain and only a few props.  Many people in the audience 

stood up close to the stage during the whole production.  They sometimes yelled at the 

actors or made loud comments during a scene.  Many people were crowded together in 

this theatre atmosphere, which created another interesting aspect for the audience.  

Picture yourself in this open-air theatre. “you are not only there listening to and watching 

the actors but you are aware that the person next door to you is doing so also.  And the 

person along the row behind you and in front of you.  And when those words Time, 

Death, Grave, Man, Woman, Child, Father, Son reverberate round the theatre you are 

reminded of your own humanity and your relationship with other people‟s humanity 

(Barton, 183). 

 

     To recreate this experience on a smaller scale, have several students practice reading 

the opening sonnet of the play, just as the Chorus would, in front of their live student 

audience. 
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DECODING ACT I 

 

Scene I:  The Fake Fight 

 

The play begins with a sonnet that summarizes the story.  Shakespeare remains true to the 

utility of a sonnet form by explaining in the first twelve lines the conflicts and tragedy 

involved, then inviting the audience to patiently listen to the actors as they act out the 

story.  The second literary device we want the students to recognize, hopefully without 

the teacher‟s prompting, is in line three where the regular iambic pentameter rhythm 

changes on the word “break.”  We have two words next to each other carrying stressed 

syllables creating a trochaic foot.  The word “grudge” carries a stress as does “break” 

(Van Tassel, 25).  When this second word is stressed, we learn that something new has 

arisen from a smoldering feud, and that new development is important to the story. 

 

     Notice how the somber mood shifts as the play opens with two buffoons in a 

Vaudeville-like scene.  They speak in prose because this is the language form used by 

Shakespeare to portray people from the lower classes.  Servants from both prominent 

households engage in a quarrel with a pretense of hostility.  Dialogue in blank verse first 

begins with Benvolio.  “Put up your swords; you know not what you do”  (1.1.60).  He 

speaks in iambic pentameter, the meter used when a character is self-assured, or in 

control, because he is calling for order in the streets.  Tybalt gives us our first example of 

Alexandrian lines which is a six foot line containing a caesura.  The caesura is a very 

brief pause usually after the second or third foot to set up a single word. (Van Tassel, 

179).  There should be a pause between “drawn” and “among” as well as after 

“Benvolio” (1.1.61-62).  An Alexandrian line is needed when the actor carries an 

emotional load that needs an extra foot for its expression.  (It also is used to maintain 

symmetry of meter in a dialogue.) Tybalt is a high-strung feisty person and his line length 

demonstrates this temperament.  Benvolio wants peace, but Tybalt “hates the word,” and 

encourages the charade of fighting to continue (1.1.65).  Remember, as we said earlier, 

there was no director for the plays.  The lines held the clues which actors followed to 

speak as they should to stay in character and to advance the story line.  The comedy scene 

is aided by the appearance of old Capulet who seeks a sword, but is put in place by his 

wife who calls for his crutches.  Old Montague is ready to take on Capulet, but his wife 

says, to put her words in modern phraseology, “Don‟t even think about it!” (1.1.75) 

 

     The lines so far contain many monosyllabic words and are short lines.  The empty 

space created by short lines counts for the number of beats to complete five meters.  In 

place of spoken words the actors move about the stage or create dramatic effect with non-

verbal communication.  For this scene these factors mean the scene is one of bantering 

amongst young men who are not fighters at heart.  They are probably waving their 

swords in the air trying to stir up a little trouble without hurting anyone.  When Tybalt 

and Benvolio arrive the tension is elevated a bit because they represent opposite sides of 

the long-standing feud, but again the strife at this point is not at the level of a heated 

battle.  The overbearing yet comic reactions of the wives towards their husbands are 
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another clue that the scene is more comedic than dramatic.  Then enters the majestic 

Prince Escalus.  His maturity, sincerity and authority are reflected in his speech which is 

highly figurative and rich with imagery.  To be sure the arguing does not become violent, 

he threatens with the death penalty anyone who creates another war in the streets.  Again, 

as must be observed to understand a Shakespeare play,  the style of language contained in 

his speech sets him apart from all the other actors on the stage.  At this moment he is the 

only mature adult on the stage.  His lines are preceded and followed by speeches 

concerning the trivial pursuits of the two warring households and their servants.  From 

the somber tone of Prince Escalus the mood changes again with the interchange between 

Montague and Benvolio. In Benvolio‟s summary of the fight, he ends with a humorous 

play on the word “part.”  He is saying, in effect, that this has been more a word fight than 

a sword fight (1.1.101-110).  

 

     Now we have been introduced to the two families in the story except for the two stars 

Romeo and Juliet.  Through Benvolio we learn that his cousin Romeo is suffering from 

the malady of love sickness.  The woman he is pursuing will not yield to his romantic 

intentions.  Once together on stage Benvolio and Romeo have an interchange comprised 

of shared lines.  Two shared lines equal ten feet.  When the first part of a shared line 

ends, the following part is to be spoken without a pause.  By structuring the verse in this 

way Shakespeare is revealing the superficiality of these two young men.  Romeo is so 

entangled in his passions that his famous speech about love explodes with antitheses: 

 

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! Serioius vanity! 

Mis-shapen 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? [emphasis added] 

(1.1.166-77) 

 

Romeo‟s next poetic speech about love uses several similes.  Love is:  

 

          A smoke raised with the fume of sighs; 

          A fire sparkling in lovers‟ eyes; 

          A sea nourished with lovers‟ tears: 

          A madness most discreet, 
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          A choking gall, and a preserving sweet. [antithesis] 

(1.1.185-89) 

 

     He is sick and he is sad, but not so much from lack of love as from a wounded ego.  

He compares his pursuit of the object of his desire to a battle by using “hit,” “well-

arm‟d,” “unharmed,”  “siege,” and “assailing” (1.1.203-208).  Benvolio, who seems, 

unlike father Montague, to not be very concerned about the severity of his despair, 

believes that Romeo‟s cure is in finding another woman equally attractive who will yield 

her chastity.  The scene ends in rhyme, which commonly Shakespeare creates to wrap up 

the scene and prepare us for what is to follow.   

 

           Romeo:  Farewell:  thou canst not teach me to forget. 

           Benvolio:  I‟ll pay that doctrine, or else die in debt. 

(1.1.232-33) 

 

In a small space of time we can surmise from the play that in Verona society among the 

wealthy class, life is a game, fighting is a game, and love is a game. 

 

Family Life in Verona 

 

Romeo and Juliet is a story about two young people who find true love in the midst of a 

culture shaped by materialism and superficiality.  Mr. Montague epitomizes the Verona 

mentality in his conversation with Benvolio.  He cannot understand why his son is 

depressed.  He refers to Romeo as the bud of a flower, which represents his youthful age.  

He wants his son to “spread his sweet leaves to the air, Or dedicate his beauty to the sun” 

(1.1.147-48).  Why isn‟t he out and about the town like a normal spoiled rich kid with 

nothing to do but flaunt his wealth and good looks?  Do we feel sorry for Romeo at this 

point?  Isn‟t he really displaying the emotions of a spoiled child who is accustomed to 

having his own way?  At any rate, cousin Benvolio is determined to find a more suitable 

match for Romeo so they can party on together.   

 

Scene II:  Paris and the Party 

 

 In Act I, Scene II we become more acquainted with Mr. Capulet who reveals his attitude 

about love and marriage.  His daughter Juliet will be on display at a party that evening. If 

County Paris can seductively woo his daughter, then Capulet considers the match a good 

one.  Capulet‟s description of the party is spoken with inelegant rhyme.  He uses a 

number of alliterations which added to the unbroken iambic pentameter lend a frivolous 

air to his conversation. 

 

 

1) “Among fresh female buds” (1.2.29) [f] 

2) “Inherit at my house; hear all” (1.2.30) [h] 
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3) “like her most whose merit most shall be: \ Which on more view of many, mine” 

(1.2.31) [m] 

 

A normal father is protective of his daughter and wants to guard her from the lusty 

advances of men, but not this one.  He is looking forward to an evening surrounded by 

hormone driven young men seeking “comfort” (1.2.26).  What a choice of words! 

 

     After this amazing revelation about “the great rich Capulet” we hear the continuing 

debate between Benvolio and Romeo.  Benvolio is honest and forthright.  He knows that 

“love” is not what torments his cousin.  “Take thou some new infection to thy eye, and 

the rank poison of the old will die” (1.2.49-50).  Romeo is stubborn and continues to 

clothe his lust in the disguise of true love.  He uses ecclesiastical references by which he 

attempts to validate his emotions.  “When the devout religion of mine eye \ Maintains 

such falsehood, then turn tears to fires;…transparent heretics, be burnt for liars!” (1.2.86-

89).  Benvolio responds with advice that expresses Mr. Montague‟s attitude.  He thinks 

Romeo needs to circulate and find another object of desire.  Benvolio has no respect for 

Romeo‟s lovelorn feelings.  He refers to Rosaline as a “crow” and says she will never 

measure up to the more attractive ladies in Verona (1.2.85).  In Benvolio‟s opinion, 

women are no better than merchandise that is weighed and sold in a market.  Since in his 

view women are a disposable commodity, he is comfortable using the image of scales to 

compare one woman‟s beauty to another.  It is a crude analogy which reveals the 

artificiality of relationships in wealthy Verona society. 

 

     The scene ends with Romeo still convinced that he is hopelessly in love with Rosaline.  

His two rhyming lines that close the scene are not shared.  They show he is very much 

wrapped up in himself and still wants to pamper his wounded pride. Benvolio has not  

convinced him that there could be anyone more wonderful (satisfying) than  Rosaline. 

 

Scene III: Clever Lady Capulet 

 

Scene III is a comical one filled with the earthy prose of Juliet‟s nurse.  Shakespeare uses 

prose for the Nurse because she is a servant, but it also provides a refreshing element of 

realism as a contrast to the flighty conversations of previous scenes. In this scene Juliet‟s 

mother reveals her true character.  Lady Capulet‟s lines which first mention County Paris 

are spoken in unrhymed iambic pentameter.  She brings up the subject of marriage 

between Paris and Juliet, but introduces the idea like it was a business proposal.  Her 

verse carries this tone.  In her following discourse her language begins with four 

unrhymed iambic pentameter lines but continues with rhymed verse, “Examine every 

married lineament, \ And see how one another lends content” (1.3.83-84).   She chooses 

words that are sensual images that seem like an incantation meant to mesmerize Juliet 

into obedience.  Her overbearing personality is again evident.  Juliet‟s response shows 

her own quick wit and ability to hold her ground against her mother‟s persuasiveness.   
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I‟ll look to like, if looking liking move; [alliteration with l] 

But no more deep will I endart mine eye  

Than your consent gives strength to make it fly. [assonance with ent] 

(1.3.97-99) 

 

     Her first two lines above contain monosyllabic words.  She is skirting around the issue 

of marriage.  Her tone changes with line 98 as she challenges her mother and warns her 

of her unwillingness to cooperate in this flirtation, “endart mine eye . . . to make it fly.” 

 

Scene IV:  Mercutio and Queen Mab 

 

In Scene IV Romeo is in the company of Mercutio and his cousin Benvolio. A witty 

conversation between Mercutio and Romeo contains some amusing word plays.   

 

Romeo:  Not I, believe me: you have dancing shoes 

 With nimble soles: I have a soul of lead, 

So stakes me to the ground I cannot move. 

Mercutio:  You are a lover; borrow Cupid‟s wings, 

 And soar with them above a common bound. 

Romeo: I am too sore empierced with his shaft, 

 To soar with his light feathers 

(1.4.14-20) 

 

     The way we guard against interpreting scenes of the play with too much sentimentality 

is to pay attention to the verse.  No man who is really distraught will have the cleverness 

to banter back and forth with a friend in this light-hearted manner. 

 

     The famous “Queen Mab” (1.4.53-94) speech is written in prose which Shakespeare 

preferred for dialogue displaying verbal wit (Barton, 71).  Since this lengthy discourse is 

a play on the word “queen” prose suits Shakespeare‟s purpose.  A “quean” in Elizabethan 

English was a slut or prostitute, and the slang meaning of mab was slut (Shewmaker, 

356) 

 

     Mercutio has the final say about Rosaline when he refers to her as “the frozen bosom 

of the north, \ And being angered, puffs away from thence”  (1.4.101-102).  This 

comment is followed by a somber speech which Dr. Berger refers to as a “disturber.”  

Romeo‟s tone changes in the lines that express he has an inkling of some portentous 

event to take place that night.   

 

           I fear, too early: for my mind misgives 

           Some consequence, yet hanging in the stars, 

           Shall bitterly begin his fearful date 

           With this night‟s revels; and expire the term 

           Of a despised life, … 
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           By some vile forfeit of untimely death: 

           But He, that hath the steerage of my course, 

           Direct my sail! 

(1.4.106-13) 

 

     By the end of Scene IV we have a better idea of the social environment in which 

Romeo and Juliet are reared.  They both have family wealth and both have parents who 

hold a meaningless interpretation of love and marriage.  Marriage to them is a financial 

union that will work if there is enough physical attraction to lure two people to the altar.  

Romeo, as his friends say, is an idle lover, but Juliet, as we realize in her dialogues, is a 

clever, intelligent and mature young lady.  What happens when these two meet is the high 

point of Scene V. 

 

Scene V:  Romeo Meets Juliet 

 

Romeo’s Change of Heart 

 

Scene V opens with another change of mood.  The Capulet‟s servants are loudly talking 

to each other as they prepare the night‟s feasts, so we again hear parts spoken in prose.  

The guests are arriving, so the stage is alive with excited conversation, and we hear two 

Capulets speak in unrhymed iambic pentameter.  In the midst of the revelry is Romeo 

who graces our ears with ten lines directed toward the audience.  His eyes are no longer 

filled with sadness because as he looks at Juliet he sees true beauty.  “Did my heart love 

till now? Forswear it, sight! For I ne‟er saw true beauty till this night” (1.5.50-51).  His 

transformation begins with a speech that contains black images set against white images: 

cheek against night; rich jewels against Ethiop‟s ear; a snowy dove against a crow.  This 

use of antithesis is appropriate here to reflect his changing emotions and mindset (1.5.42-

51). 

 

Images of Darkness and Light 

 

The proliferation of images of light and darkness in Romeo and Juliet are proof of these 

words about William Shakespeare:  “He thought antithetically.  It was the way his 

sentences over and over found their shape and their meaning” (Barton, 55).  Four of the 

five acts in the play take place at night, and four of the five scenes in which Romeo and 

Juliet appear together are at night.  Set against this backdrop of darkness are a multitude 

of words conveying images of light. In Act I alone these words appear: sun, fire, morn, 

torches, shining, lamps, eyes, daylight, bright, crystal, dawn, burning, stars, golden, 

swan, dove, and eyesight.  In contrast to these words are the following dark images from 

Act I: night, death, mire, hell, black, stricken blind, without eyes, crow, nightingale and 

Ethiop’s ear. 
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     When Romeo sees Juliet for the first time he compares her to a snowy dove in the 

midst of a flock of crows.  This comment parallels Benvolio‟s comment about Rosaline 

being a crow, not a swan. 

 

The First Kiss 

 

Animosity closes in on Romeo in the person of Tybalt who is ready to draw his sword.  

Held back by Mr. Capulet, Tybalt‟s part in this scene ends with a prophetic line, “but this 

intrusion shall, \ Now seeming sweet, convert to bitter gall” (1.5.89-90).  Nothing he says 

or does interferes with Romeo who is captivated by lovely Juliet.  In sonnet form, which 

allows Shakespeare to construct rising action and emotional intensity, Romeo and Juliet 

express their love for each other with shared and short lines that move the romance along 

at a rapid pace from sight, to touch to heart in fourteen lines (1.5.91-104).   

 

     The verse again gives us clues to the development of the main characters at this point 

in the play.  When Romeo finds out from the Nurse that Juliet is a Capulet, his response 

(a shared line in which he picks up his cue from the Nurse) is a clever rhyme using a 

word play with “account” and “debt” (1.5.116).  Juliet, in contrast, has four lines in 

rhymed iambic pentameter that demonstrate her maturity and level-headedness as she 

realizes there may be serious consequences to this romance.  The use of antithesis here 

shows her disturbed emotions: only love, only hate; too early, too late; unknown, known; 

love, loathed. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

I have attempted in this section to explain how verse works in a play and more 

particularly, in Romeo and Juliet.  By studying the architecture of the verse we clarify 

that Verona‟s citizens were a materialistic group who survived on superficial 

relationships and a value system based on possessions and social status.  The servants 

exhibited these values as well. The Nurse provides proof in Scene III when she 

encourages Juliet to seek the favor of County Paris, “Go, girl, seek happy nights to happy 

days” (1.3.105).  In Scene V she speaks to Romeo about Juliet‟s wealth.  “I tell you, he 

that can lay hold of her \ Shall have the chinks” (1.5.114-15). 

 

     This play tells the story of two lovers who emerge as a married couple determined to 

overcome great odds to find a life together.  We know the outcome even as the play 

begins, but it is Shakespeare‟s genius that allows him to weave a marvelous story from an 

ancient plot. 

 

VIDEO PRODUCTIONS OF ROMEO AND JULIET 

 

To be sure the students don‟t lose the storyline, I suggest showing portions of Franco 

Zeffirelli‟s production of Romeo and Juliet at the end of each act.  I would choose Baz 

Luhrmann‟s film version of the play for Act V because it is a visual masterpiece.   
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LESSON PLANS:  ASSIGNMENTS THAT FOLLOW THE PLAY 

 

Lesson One – Defining a character using verse structure 

 

In searching for an assignment to be given after the  play, I decided on one that would 

lead students back to the play‟s text again and again.  The shades of meaning, plays on 

words, shared and short lines, and other poetic devices cannot be appreciated in one 

reading, but I wouldn‟t expect ninth graders to have the initiative to reread the play unless 

they are searching for something.  Therefore, assign them the task of defining a character 

from the beginning to the end of the play, using verse structure to support their 

descriptions.  They may choose Romeo, Mr. Capulet, Juliet, Mercutio, or the Nurse.  The 

students must prove that they know how to glean information from lines of verse that 

reveal a character‟s temperament, personality, and values.  All comments must be 

supported with lines from the play, citing Act and Scene.  This report should be at least 

one page long, single spaced and must be turned in five days after the end of the play. 

 

Lesson Two – “So Much Depends Upon” 

 

To prove that the student understands the story, he or she is to compose two original 

poems that follow the form William Carlos William used for his poem “The Red 

Wheelbarrow.”  Each poem, one about Romeo and the other about Juliet, must begin with 

the line, “So much depends upon,” and it must relate to the play. 

 

           So much depends 

           Upon 

           A red wheel 

           Barrow 

           Glazed with rain 

           Water 

           Beside the white 

           Chickens 

           (Williams, 224) 

 

Lesson Three –The World of William Shakespeare 

 

Viewing the video Shakespeare’s London will end our Shakespeare unit.  The video is 

very informative because it touches on Elizabethan theatre, Shakespeare‟s life and his 

contemporaries.   

 

     I would suggest the teacher compose a study guide in the form of a questionnaire for 

the students to complete as they watch the video.  It contains an amazing amount of 

information and may need to be seen twice to fully appreciate its contents. 
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