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Introduction

Romeo and Juliet was the first drama in English to confer full
tragic dignity on the pangs and perils of youthful ardor. Its
protagonists are now enshrined on the high altar of love’s
sanctuary, and the lyricism that seals their death-marked union
has made their vows legendary in every language that possesses
a literature.

Shakespeare evidently completed his portrayal of Verona’s
pride in the mid-1590s.! From all indications their story moved
audiences in the playwright’'s own day, and it has maintained a
secure position in the repertory from the author’s theater to our
own. For more than a century it has been a staple of the school
curriculum. Speeches from it have been recited by tecnagers the
world over, and it has probably occasioned more amatcur
performances than any other play. Not surprisingly, it has also
spawned a prolific progeny of offshoots, among them evocative
scene-paintings by William Blake and Henry Fuseli, a stately
opera by Hector Berlioz, soul-stirring ballets by Peter Ilyich
Tchaikovsky and Sergei Prokofiev, a pulsating Broadway musical
by Leonard Bernstein, Arthur Laurents, Jerome Robbins, and
Stephen Sondheim, an affecting 60s film by Franco Zeffirelli, and
a lacrimose best-seller (later made into a 70s movie) by Erich
Segal. Meanwhile, as might be expected, it has provided an
irresistible target for parodists. People who have never rcad the
work or witnessed a staging of it can repeat puerile jests about
the Balcony Scene. As a consequence the heroine’s initial utterance
in a setting that has been petrified into a cliché is arguably the
most frequently cited—and undoubtedly the most widely
misunderstood—query in the lexicon of popular culture.?

Today Romeo and Juliet is a title that everyone is expected to
know, or at least know something about. Its central figures are
household names. But distorted impressions of them, and of their
tragedy, are now so indelibly fixed in our memories that many
of us are inclined either to disregard the drama entirely or to
regard it too lightly to register its capacity to touch a modern
theatergoer’s deepest sympathies.

ix
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And that is the reason behind the present anthology: to
reintroduce contemporary readers to a masterpiece that is
considerably more resonant, complex, and problematical than it
is usually assumed to be.

The volume commences with eight articles on the aesthetic
qualities of Romeo and Juliet, the impact its structure has upon the
way we experience the play. Mark Van Doren opens the collection
with some remarks about the imagistic brilliance of an carly work
that he describes as “furiously literary.” Then D. A. Traversi
contemplates the “’metaphysical’ balance” of a plot that oscillates
between the “twin realities, at once separate and identical, of
love and death.” Harry Levin reflects on what he classifies as a
technical paradox: a dramatic “form” that both employs and
supersedes the “formality” it subjects to critical inquiry. M. M.
Mahood scrutinizes the tragedy’s verbal medium and shows that
Romeo and Juliet's incessant wordplay is integral to the suspension
of judgment it solicits from the audience as the action unfolds.
Susan Snyder then demonstrates that this suspension is generic
as well as semantic: she notes that Romeo and Juliet depends for
many of its effects upon the arousal and frustration of expectations
that derive from comic conventions. In an analysis of what he
diagnoses as a tendency toward “nominalism” in the protagonists,
James L. Calderwood suggests that both the lovers and the play
itself are involved in an ontological and experiential quest for
“everlasting rest.” Marjorie Garber calls attention to the repetitive
patterns and scenic juxtapositions that organize the events of the
drama and guide our responses to them. And Ralph Berry argues
that in both formal and thematic respects “the sonnet is the
channel through which the play flows.”

From a concern with structure the anthology moves in the
second section to nine articles on the text of Romeo and Juliet asa
score for performance. James Black points to some of the stage
pictures, the “reduplicated groupings” an audience sces while
watching the tragedy evolve in the playhouse. Jack Jorgens
emphasizes the visual aspects of Zeffirelli’s cinematic
interpretation of the drama. Then three actresses comment on
the plot from their viewpoints as erstwhile participants in it:
Dame Peggy Ashcroft and Julie Harris approach the play from
the perspective of Juliet, and Brenda Bruce looks at the lovers
and their situation through the eyes of Juliet’s Nurse. Approaching
the same character from an external observer's coign of vantage,
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NOTES

1. The range of dates usually assigned the play is 1594-96, with
most scholars leaning toward late 1595 or early 1596, A few have
tried to push the date back to 1591, and a handful have urged an
even earlier period of composition.

2. The situation was not helped when a 1984 “translation” of the
play by A. L. Rowse rendered the line “O Romeo, Romeo,
wherefore are you, Romeo?” Shortly after Rowse was interrogated
about this reading on “The MacNeil/Lehrer NewsHour” (April
23, 1984), Russell Baker wrote a New York Times Magazine column
(“The Romeo Riddle,” May 20, 1984) in which he confessed that,
like most of his acquaintances, he had gone through life thinking
that Juliet’s question meant “Where are you, Romeo?” rather than
“Why do you have to be named Romeo?”
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Stanley Wells assesses the theatrical potential in the Nurses's
apparent “inconsequentiality.” Philip McGuire outlines the role
that dance plays in the action. In an effort to discern what
America’s most ambitious musical illustrates about the twentieth-
century appeal of Shakespeare’s most famous couple, Robert
Hapgood compares the tragedy to West Side Story. Then Barbara
Hodgdon draws on recent productions and adaptations of Romeo
and Juliet to raise some radical questions about what constitutes a
dramatic script.

To conclude we turn to eight attempts to assay Romeo and
Juliet with touchstones from the age that gave rise to it and
conditioned its inaugural reception. Franklin M. Dickey situates
the protagonists of Shakespeare’s work against their counterparts
in the playwright’s primary source, the 1562 poem on Romeus
and Juliet by Arthur Brooke. John W. Draper and Douglas L.
Peterson relate the principles of Renaissance astrology to the
psychology of the drama’s characters. And James C. Bryant offcrs
evidence that Elizabethans might have brought a less trusting
attitude to the Friar than do most of today’s viewers. From here
the investigation proceeds to three articles on the part that gender
has in what happens on the Shakespearean stage. Coppélia Kahn
explores the difficulties of “Coming of Age” in the Renaissance,
with special focus on the maturation process for young men.
Marianne Novy links male role-modeling to the nexus of love
and violence in the supercharged atmosphere of an early modern
city-state. And Edward Snow shows that “Sexual Difference” is
inscribed in the very discourse of the hero and heroine. The
collection then draws to a close with the editor’s own speculations
about what a sixteenth-century London playgoer might have
made of the ethical and theological issues implicit in Shakespeare’s
earliest love tragedy. :

It goes without saying that the twenty-five essays in th0§e
pages are but a sample of the vast commentary Romeo and Juliet
has elicited over the centuries. Many a valuable study is referred
to in the notes accompanying the articles assembled here, and
the person who puts such information to its fullest use will hcefl
the counsel of a pinstriped Yankee diamond expert and “look it

up.”
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misapprehension, that occurs as a responsive spectator notices,
and appreciates, an aesthetically satisfying pattern of logical
connections. When Aristotle refers to the catharsis that derives
from a well-devised imitation of fearful and pitiable incidents,
then, Hardison and Golden deduce that he is probably thinking
of the enlightenment—the sense of mental relief, psychic release,
and spiritual insight—that a member of the audience enjoys when
he or she is able to make sense of a sequence of happenings that
initially strike an onlooker as disparate and disorderly.

When we bring this concept of catharsis to bear upon the
various species of tragedy, we discover that in some instances
the intellectual, emotional, and ethical clarification attained by
an attentive theatergoer parallels the hard-earned wisdom of a
character who has arrived at self-knowledge through a siege of
suffering. In tragic actions which feature this kind of recognition
(anagnorisis) the central figure is divested of any impurities of
mind or heart that impede “Clearer Reason” (The Tempest, V.i.68),
and he or she acquires a degree of awareness that approximates
the comprehension a perceptive member of the audience obtains
by tracing and assessing the character’s fortunes.®

In some instances the clarity a tragic figure realizes is a
judgment that amounts to self-condemnation, as happens in
Richard III and Macbeth. In these dramatic sequences the
protagonists acknowledge their own guilt and wretchedness in
ways an audience can endorse. In other instances the down-cast
hero goes beyond an accurate mental evaluation of himself to a
remorse that penetrates the conscience, as with the title characters
of Othello and King Lear. Here the protagonists feel sorrow for
what they perceive themselves to have done, and in the second
case if not the first the audience may be led to conclude that the
hero has gone a step further—from remorse to repentance, to a
resolve to do whatever is required to make amends for the pain
he has inflicted on others and cleanse his own soul.

In rare instances a tragic protagonist proceeds all the way to
a complete reconciliation with himself, with those he has injured,
and with the Heavens. In these sequences the protagonist artives
at a sense of “at-one-ment” that signifies redemption. In dramatic
actions in which this kind of conversion occurs the central figure
wins deliverance through an epiphany that transports him or her
past the point where even the most sage of witnesses can hope to
follow. In Sophocles’ Oedipus at Colonus, for example, or in
Milton’s Samson Agonistes, the central character is granted a
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culminating vision in which death is swallowed up in a kind of
victory. The hero completes his mission nobly, and as he expires
he crosses the threshold to a mysterious but presumably more
exalted realm on the unseen side of this world’s veil of tears.
Here the clarification that takes place in the protagonist surpasses
the apprehension of the viewer, and the catharsis that issues in
the well-tuned playgoer is akin to ecstatic rapture: a “calm of
mind”’ that accompanies the “wonder”® evoked by powers that
move us to awe.

In most tragic actions the audience’s catharsis is something
that can be more aptly described as a sense of “woe” or “pity”’
for a character whose grasp on reality is shown to be in some
way deficient. As we watch a misguided protagonist come to
grief under the lamentable circumstances that tragedies usually
depict, we feel a wrenching disparity between our own
observations and those of the focal figure. If we receive the kind
of catharsis the usual tragedy is designed to provide, in other
words, we emerge with an understanding that is both broader
and more lucid than the impaired perception of the lost hero or
heroine.

So what do we find when we turn our attention to Romeo and
Juliet? As we watch this play do we sense that the protagonists
share our view of what undoes them? Do we feel that in the end
they transcend our vantage to claim a better world elsewhere?
Or do we finally conclude that they fail in some manner, and
lack the insight to assess their failure with the acuity an alert
audience acquires by contemplating their “misadventur’d piteous
Overthrows” (Prologue.7)?

Adherents can be found for all of these interpretations and
more. There are many who accept the title characters at their
own estimate, perceiving them as helpless pawns of conditions
they have no means of countering. There are some who react to
them with admiration, even reverence, canonizing them as pure
“Sacrifices” of their families’ “Enmity” (V.iii.304). And there are
a few who blame them for intemperance and hold them
responsible not only for their own tragedies but for the untimely
deaths of several other characters.

Perhaps the best way to enter the world of the play is to take
note of its cosmic imagery, its all-pervasive references to Fortune,
Fate, and the Stars. If we hope to recapture something of the
experience Romeo and Juliet provided its original audience, we
need to come away from the tragedy with a conception of what



