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General Introduction

Every play by Shakespeare is unique. This is part of his greatness. A restless and indefatigable experimenter, he moved with a rare amalgamation of artistic integrity and dedicated professionalism from one kind of drama to another. Never shackled by convention, he offered his actors the alternation between serious and comic modes from play to play, and often also within the plays themselves, that the repertory system within which he worked demanded, and which provided an invaluable stimulus to his imagination. Introductions to individual works in this series attempt to define their individuality. But there are common factors that underpin Shakespeare’s career.

Nothing in his heredity offers clues to the origins of his genius. His upbringing in Stratford-upon-Avon, where he was born in 1564, was unexceptional. His mother, born Mary Arden, came from a prosperous farming family. Her father chose her as his executor over her eight sisters and his four stepchildren when she was only in her late teens, which suggests that she was of more than average practical ability. Her husband John, a glover, apparently unable to write, was nevertheless a capable businessman and loyal townsfellow, who seems to have fallen on relatively hard times in later life. He would have been brought up as a Catholic, and may have retained Catholic sympathies, but his son subscribed publicly to Anglicanism throughout his life.

The most important formative influence on Shakespeare was his school. As the son of an alderman who became bailiff (or mayor) in 1568, he had the right to attend the town’s grammar school. Here he would have received an education grounded in classical rhetoric and oratory, studying authors such as Ovid, Cicero and Quintilian, and would have been required to read, speak, write and even think in Latin from his early years. This classical education permeates Shakespeare’s work from the beginning to the end of his career. It is apparent in the self-conscious classicism of plays of the early 1590s such as the tragedy of Titus Andronicus, The Comedy of Errors, and the narrative poems Venus and Adonis (1592–3) and The Rape of Lucrece (1593–4), and is still evident in his latest plays, informing the dream visions of Pericles and Cymbeline and the masque in The Tempest, written between 1607 and 1611. It inflects his literary style throughout his career. In his earliest writings the verse, based on the ten-syllabled, five-beat iambic pentameter, is highly patterned. Rhetorical devices deriving from classical literature, such as alliteration and antithesis, extended similes and elaborate wordplay, abound. Often, as in Love’s Labour’s Lost and A Midsummer Night’s Dream, he uses rhyming patterns associated with lyric poetry, each line self-contained in sense, the prose as well as the verse employing elaborate figures of speech. Writing at a time of linguistic ferment, Shakespeare frequently imports Latinisms into English, coining words such as abstemious, addiction, incarnadine and adjunct. He was also heavily influenced by the eloquent translations of the Bible in both the Bishops’ and the Geneva versions. As his experience grows, his verse and prose become more supple, the patterning less apparent, more ready to accommodate the rhythms of ordinary speech, more colloquial in diction, as in the speeches of the Nurse in Romeo and Juliet, the characterful prose of Falstaff and Hamlet’s soliloquies. The effect is of increasing psychological realism, reaching its greatest heights in Hamlet, Othello, King Lear, Macbeth and Antony and Cleopatra. Gradually he discovered ways of adapting the regular beat of the pentameter to make it an infinitely flexible instrument for matching thought with feeling. Towards the end of his career, in plays such as The Winter’s Tale, Cymbeline and The Tempest, he adopts a more highly mannered style, in keeping with the more overtly symbolical and emblematical mode in which he is writing.

So far as we know, Shakespeare lived in Stratford till after his marriage to Anne Hathaway, eight years his senior, in 1582. They had three children: a daughter, Susanna, born in 1583 within six months of their marriage, and twins, Hamnet and Judith, born in 1585. The next seven years of Shakespeare’s life are virtually a blank. Theories that he may have been, for instance, a schoolmaster, or a lawyer, or a soldier, or a sailor, lack evidence to support them. The first reference to him in print, in Robert Greene’s pamphlet Greene’s Groatsworth of Wit of 1592, parodies a line from Henry VI, Part III, implying that Shakespeare was already an established playwright. It seems likely that at some unknown point after the birth of his twins he joined a theatre company and gained experience as both actor and writer in the provinces and London. The London theatres closed because of plague in 1593 and 1594; and during these years, perhaps recognizing the need for an alternative career, he wrote and published the narrative poems Venus and Adonis and The Rape of Lucrece. These are the only works we can be certain that Shakespeare himself was responsible for putting into print. Each bears the author’s dedication to Henry Wriothesley, Earl of Southampton (1573–1624), the second in warmer terms than the first. Southampton, younger than Shakespeare by ten years, is the only person to whom he personally dedicated works. The Earl may have been a close friend, perhaps even the beautiful and adored young man whom Shakespeare celebrates in his Sonnets.

The resumption of playing after the plague years saw the founding of the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, a company to which Shakespeare was to belong for the rest of his career, as actor, shareholder and playwright. No other dramatist of the period had so stable a relationship with a single company. Shakespeare knew the actors for whom he was writing and the conditions in which they performed. The permanent company was made up of around twelve to fourteen players, but one actor often played more than one role in a play and additional actors were hired as needed. Led by the tragedian Richard Burbage (1568–1619) and, initially, the comic actor Will Kemp (d. 1603), they rapidly achieved a high reputation, and when King James I succeeded Queen Elizabeth I in 1603 they were renamed as the King’s Men. All the women’s parts were played by boys; there is no evidence that any female role was ever played by a male actor over the age of about eighteen. Shakespeare had enough confidence in his boys to write for them long and demanding roles such as Rosalind (who, like other heroines of the romantic comedies, is disguised as a boy for much of the action) in As You Like It, Lady Macbeth and Cleopatra. But there are far more fathers than mothers, sons than daughters, in his plays, few if any of which require more than the company’s normal complement of three or four boys.

The company played primarily in London’s public playhouses – there were almost none that we know of in the rest of the country – initially in the Theatre, built in Shoreditch in 1576, and from 1599 in the Globe, on Bankside. These were wooden, more or less circular structures, open to the air, with a thrust stage surmounted by a canopy and jutting into the area where spectators who paid one penny stood, and surrounded by galleries where it was possible to be seated on payment of an additional penny. Though properties such as cauldrons, stocks, artificial trees or beds could indicate locality, there was no representational scenery. Sound effects such as flourishes of trumpets, music both martial and amorous, and accompaniments to songs were provided by the company’s musicians. Actors entered through doors in the back wall of the stage. Above it was a balconied area that could represent the walls of a town (as in King John), or a castle (as in Richard II), and indeed a balcony (as in Romeo and Juliet). In 1609 the company also acquired the use of the Blackfriars, a smaller, indoor theatre to which admission was more expensive, and which permitted the use of more spectacular stage effects such as the descent of Jupiter on an eagle in Cymbeline and of goddesses in The Tempest. And they would frequently perform before the court in royal residences and, on their regular tours into the provinces, in non-theatrical spaces such as inns, guildhalls and the great halls of country houses.

Early in his career Shakespeare may have worked in collaboration, perhaps with Thomas Nashe (1567–c. 1601) in Henry VI, Part I and with George Peele (1556–96) in Titus Andronicus. And towards the end he collaborated with George Wilkins (fl. 1604–8) in Pericles, and with his younger colleagues Thomas Middleton (1580–1627), in Timon of Athens, and John Fletcher (1579–1625), in HenryVIII, The Two Noble Kinsmen and the lost play Cardenio. Shakespeare’s output dwindled in his last years, and he died in 1616 in Stratford, where he owned a fine house, New Place, and much land. His only son had died at the age of eleven, in 1596, and his last descendant died in 1670. New Place was destroyed in the eighteenth century but the other Stratford houses associated with his life are maintained and displayed to the public by the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust.

One of the most remarkable features of Shakespeare’s plays is their intellectual and emotional scope. They span a great range from the lightest of comedies, such as The Two Gentlemen of Verona and The Comedy of Errors, to the profoundest of tragedies, such as King Lear and Macbeth. He maintained an output of around two plays a year, ringing the changes between comic and serious. All his comedies have serious elements: Shylock, in The Merchant of Venice, almost reaches tragic dimensions, and Measure for Measure is profoundly serious in its examination of moral problems. Equally, none of his tragedies is without humour: Hamlet is as witty as any of his comic heroes, Macbeth has its Porter, and King Lear its Fool. His greatest comic character, Falstaff, inhabits the history plays and Henry V ends with a marriage, while Henry VI, Part III, Richard II and Richard III culminate in the tragic deaths of their protagonists.

Although in performance Shakespeare’s characters can give the impression of a superabundant reality, he is not a naturalistic dramatist. None of his plays is explicitly set in his own time. The action of few of them (except for the English histories) is set even partly in England (exceptions are The Merry Wives of Windsor and the Induction to The Taming of the Shrew). Italy is his favoured location. Most of his principal story-lines derive from printed writings; but the structuring and translation of these narratives into dramatic terms is Shakespeare’s own, and he invents much additional material. Most of the plays contain elements of myth and legend, and many derive from ancient or more recent history or from romantic tales of ancient times and faraway places. All reflect his reading, often in close detail. Holinshed’s Chronicles (1577, revised 1587), a great compendium of English, Scottish and Irish history, provided material for his English history plays. The Lives of the Noble Grecians and Romans by the Greek writer Plutarch, finely translated into English from the French by Sir Thomas North in 1579, provided much of the narrative material, and also a mass of verbal detail, for his plays about Roman history. Some plays are closely based on shorter individual works: As You Like It, for instance, on the novel Rosalynde (1590) by his near-contemporary Thomas Lodge (1558–1625), The Winter’s Tale on Pandosto (1588) by his old rival Robert Greene (1558–92) and Othello on a story by the Italian Giraldi Cinthio (1504–73). And the language of his plays is permeated by the Bible, the Book of Common Prayer and the proverbial sayings of his day.

Shakespeare was popular with his contemporaries, but his commitment to the theatre and to the plays in performance is demonstrated by the fact that only about half of his plays appeared in print in his lifetime, in slim paperback volumes known as quartos, so called because they were made from printers’ sheets folded twice to form four leaves (eight pages). None of them shows any sign that he was involved in their publication. For him, performance was the primary means of publication. The most frequently reprinted of his works were the nondramatic poems – the erotic Venus and Adonis and the more moralistic The Rape of Lucrece. The Sonnets, which appeared in 1609, under his name but possibly without his consent, were less successful, perhaps because the vogue for sonnet sequences, which peaked in the 1590s, had passed by then. They were not reprinted until 1640, and then only in garbled form along with poems by other writers. Happily, in 1623, seven years after he died, his colleagues John Heminges (1556–1630) and Henry Condell (d. 1627) published his collected plays, including eighteen that had not previously appeared in print, in the first Folio, whose name derives from the fact that the printers’ sheets were folded only once to produce two leaves (four pages). Some of the quarto editions are badly printed, and the fact that some plays exist in two, or even three, early versions creates problems for editors. These are discussed in the Account of the Text in each volume of this series.

Shakespeare’s plays continued in the repertoire until the Puritans closed the theatres in 1642. When performances resumed after the Restoration of the monarchy in 1660 many of the plays were not to the taste of the times, especially because their mingling of genres and failure to meet the requirements of poetic justice offended against the dictates of neoclassicism. Some, such as The Tempest (changed by John Dryden and William Davenant in 1667 to suit contemporary taste), King Lear (to which Nahum Tate gave a happy ending in 1681) and Richard III (heavily adapted by Colley Cibber in 1700 as a vehicle for his own talents), were extensively rewritten; others fell into neglect. Slowly they regained their place in the repertoire, and they continued to be reprinted, but it was not until the great actor David Garrick (1717–79) organized a spectacular jubilee in Stratford in 1769 that Shakespeare began to be regarded as a transcendental genius. Garrick’s idolatry prefigured the enthusiasm of critics such as Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772–1834) and William Hazlitt (1778–1830). Gradually Shakespeare’s reputation spread abroad, to Germany, America, France and to other European countries.

During the nineteenth century, though the plays were generally still performed in heavily adapted or abbreviated versions, a large body of scholarship and criticism began to amass. Partly as a result of a general swing in education away from the teaching of Greek and Roman texts and towards literature written in English, Shakespeare became the object of intensive study in schools and universities. In the theatre, important turning points were the work in England of two theatre directors, William Poel (1852–1934) and his disciple Harley Granville-Barker (1877–1946), who showed that the application of knowledge, some of it newly acquired, of early staging conditions to performance of the plays could render the original texts viable in terms of the modern theatre. During the twentieth century appreciation of Shakespeare’s work, encouraged by the availability of audio, film and video versions of the plays, spread around the world to such an extent that he can now be claimed as a global author.

The influence of Shakespeare’s works permeates the English language. Phrases from his plays and poems – ‘a tower of strength’, ‘green-eyed jealousy’, ‘a foregone conclusion’ – are on the lips of people who may never have read him. They have inspired composers of songs, orchestral music and operas; painters and sculptors; poets, novelists and film-makers. Allusions to him appear in pop songs, in advertisements and in television shows. Some of his characters – Romeo and Juliet, Falstaff, Shylock and Hamlet – have acquired mythic status. He is valued for his humanity, his psychological insight, his wit and humour, his lyricism, his mastery of language, his ability to excite, surprise, move and, in the widest sense of the word, entertain audiences. He is the greatest of poets, but he is essentially a dramatic poet. Though his plays have much to offer to readers, they exist fully only in performance. In these volumes we offer individual introductions, notes on language and on specific points of the text, suggestions for further reading and information about how each work has been edited. In addition we include accounts of the ways in which successive generations of interpreters and audiences have responded to challenges and rewards offered by the plays. The Penguin Shakespeare series aspires to remove obstacles to understanding and to make pleasurable the reading of the work of the man who has done more than most to make us understand what it is to be human.

Stanley Wells

The Chronology of Shakespeare’s Works

A few of Shakespeare’s writings can be fairly precisely dated. An allusion to the Earl of Essex in the chorus to Act V of Henry V, for instance, could only have been written in 1599. But for many of the plays we have only vague information, such as the date of publication, which may have occurred long after composition, the date of a performance, which may not have been the first, or a list in Francis Meres’s book Palladis Tamia, published in 1598, which tells us only that the plays listed there must have been written by that year. The chronology of the early plays is particularly difficult to establish. Not everyone would agree that the first part of Henry VI was written after the third, for instance, or Romeo and Juliet before A Midsummer Night’s Dream. The following table is based on the ‘Canon and Chronology’ section in William Shakespeare: A Textual Companion, by Stanley Wells and Gary Taylor, with John Jowett and William Montgomery (1987), where more detailed information and discussion may be found.




	The Two Gentlemen of Verona
	1590–91




	The Taming of the Shrew
	1590–91




	Henry VI, Part II
	1591




	Henry VI, Part III
	1591




	Henry VI, Part I (perhaps with Thomas Nashe)
	1592




	Titus Andronicus (perhaps with George Peele)
	1592




	Richard III
	1592–3




	Venus and Adonis (poem)
	1592–3




	The Rape of Lucrece (poem)
	1593–4




	The Comedy of Errors
	1594




	Love’s Labour’s Lost
	1594–5




	Edward III (authorship uncertain,
	not later than 1595




	   not included in this series)
	(printed in 1596)




	Richard II
	1595




	Romeo and Juliet
	1595




	A Midsummer Night’s Dream
	1595




	King John
	1596




	The Merchant of Venice
	1596–7




	Henry IV, Part I
	1596–7




	The Merry Wives of Windsor
	1597–8




	Henry IV, Part II
	1597–8




	Much Ado About Nothing
	1598




	Henry V
	1598–9




	Julius Caesar
	1599




	As You Like It
	1599–1600




	Hamlet
	1600–1601




	Twelfth Night
	1600–1601




	‘The Phoenix and the Turtle’ (poem)
	by 1601




	Troilus and Cressida
	1602




	The Sonnets (poems)
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	Measure for Measure
	1603




	A Lover’s Complaint (poem)
	1603–4
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	Othello
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	All’s Well That Ends Well
	1604–5




	Timon of Athens (with Thomas Middleton)
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	King Lear
	1605–6
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	1606
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	1606
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	1607
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	1608




	The Winter’s Tale
	1609




	Cymbeline
	1610




	The Tempest
	1611




	
Henry VIII (by Shakespeare and John Fletcher;

   known in its own time as All is True)

	1613




	Cardenio (by Shakespeare and Fletcher; lost)
	1613




	The Two Noble Kinsmen (by Shakespeare and Fletcher)
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Introduction

TOO SWIFT, TOO SLOW

Live fast, die young. Or so an influential motto from the later decades of the twentieth century has it, inspired by the life and early death of the film star James Dean. But what does it mean? You can take it as encapsulating a great Romantic myth, to which too many celebrities in the rich First World – and nonentities in their wake – have sacrificed their lives. At its most dignified it expresses a belief in heroism, that it’s best to go out in a blaze of glory at the height of your powers or at least on the brink of attaining them. The horror, the tragedy even, would be to grow old, ordinary and boring, like your parents. But there’s another way of understanding this motto. Suppose it is the parents speaking: ‘If you live fast, …’ Then it sounds like the kind of sensible, hopeless advice that grown-ups give the young about the risk of living so fast they’ll burn up or crash.

You can hear it either way. Romeo and Juliet is a hymn to youth, to passion, to speed, to danger. It is also a warning, a memento mori. It is scarcely the only play of Shakespeare’s to pose such a challenge to the audience, at once inviting and frustrating the impulses to sympathy and judgement, insisting we hear the conflicting voices and see the contrary points of view. But it boasts a profusion of collisions at many levels, as if at some point in the mid 1590s Shakespeare determined to write a play characterized by the convergence of mighty opposites, in its subject matter (love and death), in its characters (youth and age), in the verbal medium in which they move (the formal and the colloquial), in the genres with which the play associates itself (comedy and tragedy), in the explanations it offers for its culminating catastrophe (fate and accident). The play reverberates with contrasts, between light and dark, night and day, joy and grief, festival and funeral. But it is in the rapid transition from one to the other and their shimmering coexistence that its distinctive qualities are most fully displayed.

Romeo and Juliet owes its legendary status to the doubleness with which it represents the fast life and early death of the young lovers. Speed inspires and exhilarates. It also terrifies, as Juliet acknowledges when she first senses that things have moved too fast, ‘Too like the lightning, which doth cease to be | Ere one can say “It lightens” ’ (II.2.119–20). Romeo and Tybalt will also go ‘to’t … like lightning’ (III. 1.172), and Romeo remembers the ‘lightning before death’ that men are often supposed to experience (V.3.90, 91). Light so swift is like fire, which can both create and destroy. ‘O for a Muse of fire’, the Chorus yearns at the opening of Henry V. ‘Gallop apace, you fiery-footed steeds’, begs Juliet (III.2.1). Of course the young should live fast. But must they die? ‘What is love? ’Tis not hereafter’, sings Feste in Twelfth Night. ‘Youth’s a stuff will not endure’ (II.3.45, 50). But youth cut off in its prime is a ‘stuff’ that can endure in art, in memory, in the golden monuments the bereaved fathers agree to provide for their dead offspring (V.3.299–304). Amidst the well-populated canon of tragic lovers, Romeo and Juliet achieve their celebrity by the combination of their youth, the mutuality of their passion for each other and the absence of any shadow of infidelity between them. There simply isn’t time. Their tragedy is that the first time is also the last time. They achieve the immortality of legend by dying before they have time to slow down, grow up, grow old. What a waste. Or what a way to go.

Many interpretations of the play try to decide between these conclusions. The story touches a nerve. Someone must be to blame. Stern-minded moralists try to blame the young lovers for their own early deaths. Arthur Brooke, for example, who provided Shakespeare with his immediate source for the story (see below), describes them as ‘a couple of unfortunate lovers, thralling themselves to unhonest desire, neglecting the authority and advice of parents and friends’. (But to thrall yourself can be so thrilling.) The twentieth-century poet W. H. Auden thought Romeo and Juliet were damned. There have always been commentators ready to argue that Shakespeare’s first audiences would have found good reason to condemn the young lovers. They are secretive, deceitful, impatient, hasty, passionate, volatile, extreme. Above all they disobey their parents. The fact that they are Italian may have made it easier for an Elizabethan audience to view them as exotic foreigners and Verona as a world elsewhere. But Italians do not have a monopoly on impatient rebellious youngsters.

Nor do Elizabethans. But in staging such a clash between parents and children, the play was dramatizing matters of urgent debate for Shakespeare’s first audiences. Was marriage primarily a social, economic, political institution, to be organized by the leading members of the families concerned, especially the fathers? In a society so hierarchically arranged you could expect pressure from above and beyond your immediate family, in the form of an aristocratic patron for example, or even, if you had the misfortune to fall within the orbit of the court, from royalty itself. From such a perspective the idea of the young bride and groom choosing each other for themselves was an absurdity. There are of course many societies and cultures in the world today in which such absence of choice is the norm. Some members of an Elizabethan audience would certainly have felt this way, and Shakespeare offered them some support by making his Juliet even younger than she is in his immediate source, lowering her age from sixteen to thirteen. (Anxieties about ‘under-age’ sex have made later adapters raise it again or omit all reference to it.) But disapproving Elizabethans must have been disappointed that Juliet’s father is not endowed with more gravity and her mother with more tenderness, and that Romeo’s parents almost entirely slip out of the picture. The violence that the generally jovial Capulet unleashes towards his daughter in Act III, scene 5 can be, in performance, extremely shocking. Whatever ideas an audience may entertain about the rights of parents to abuse their children, it’s clear there must have been plenty of Elizabethans who identified with a different conception of marriage, newly emerging out of Protestant and humanist beliefs in individual choice. The idea that a young man and woman might decide for themselves has become sufficiently familiar to readers and audiences in the rich First World that there’s a danger of forgetting how novel and exciting it once was, what a ‘prodigious birth’ it must once have been, to borrow Juliet’s unforgettable phrase (I.5.140). Social historians and literary critics used to argue about what ‘an Elizabethan audience’ would have believed on this, or any other matter, conveniently ignoring the capacity of audiences for thinking, believing and wanting different things all at once.

In the last years of the sixteenth century Shakespeare’s play must have seemed daringly original in challenging a lot of ancient assumptions about marriage. We should not ignore all the taboos the young lovers defy by marrying in such haste and secrecy, and in the theatre we may feel anxious about our complicity with this furtive act. Where are the witnesses to give the sacrament of marriage its blessing (II.6)? In Brooke’s poem (1562) and Baz Luhrmann’s film (1996, see below) the Nurse bears witness to the ceremony. But in Shakespeare’s play, although the Friar hopes the heavens will smile upon ‘this holy act’, no one else gets to do so because it happens in private offstage. We the audience are the nearest thing to a witness, and this should make us uneasy, partly responsible, a bit like the third person on stage here apart from the lovers, Friar Laurence himself. When it comes to judging the three characters involved in this holy but secretive act, the verdicts ‘innocent’ or ‘guilty’ are both too simple. The theatre is not a court of law. But it does stage questions of justice and the difficulty of reaching judgements by enlisting the audience as engaged witnesses who participate in the unfolding events, the ‘evidence’. This makes us attend with particular interest not only to the lovers themselves and the parents they disobey, but to the other characters on stage who go between them, whose ‘good counsel’ they so urgently need, most notably the Friar and the Nurse, the surrogate father and mother, the ‘old folks’. Why are they so ‘Unwieldy, slow, heavy and pale as lead’, moans Juliet (II.5.15)? But: ‘Too swift arrives as tardy as too slow’, urges the Friar (II.6.15).

NARRATIVE, DRAMA AND TIME

The story of Romeo and Juliet was well known at least to the educated members of Shakespeare’s first audiences in the 1590s. (There is no certainty about the date of its first performance, but we have two quarto texts of the play from 1597 and 1599; see An Account of the Text.) Shakespeare’s main immediate source was a popular poem by Arthur Brooke, The Tragicall Historye of Romeus and Juliet (first published in 1562), itself based on a French version by Pierre Boaistuau of an Italian tale by Matteo Bandello and others before him. These various tellings take different positions on the rights and wrongs of the lovers’ defiance of their parents. But the plot or the sequence of main events remained constant and in this respect Shakespeare’s play follows Brooke’s poem closely: there is the lovers’ first meeting at the Capulet feast, the brawl that leads to Romeo’s banishment, the scheme to save Juliet from an arranged marriage, Romeo’s receipt of the news of her false death, the lovers’ reunion in the tomb, the reconciliation of their two families. All Shakespeare’s significant characters are also present in Brooke and his predecessors, but some are developed out of mere hints, most notably the figure of Mercutio, to whom Brooke makes only a single brief reference. Shakespeare does similar things elsewhere, as for example with the figure of Enobarbus in Antony and Cleopatra, his source for this and his other Roman plays being the Greek author Plutarch (whose Lives of the Noble Grecians and Romans were translated by Sir Thomas North in 1579).

But the single most important change wrought by Shakespeare on his sources is almost always the transformation of narrative into drama, with the consequential effects on time and timing. Performance on stage occurs in ‘real time’, a present tense shared by actors and audience, as written narrative does not. (It is true that this becomes complicated when a written story is read aloud to others, and hence in a sense ‘performed’.) Dramatists can counteract or complement this sense of the here and now by various means that indicate the lapse of days, months or even years in the course of performance. Shakespeare does this with the help of his Choruses in Henry V and The Winter’s Tale, and Anton Chekhov with the intervals that allow time to pass silently between the end of one Act and the start of another. Elsewhere, especially in the histories and tragedies, in both Henry IV plays, Julius Caesar, King Lear and Macbeth, Shakespeare can less blatantly insinuate a sense that more time is passing than is taken up by the scenes we are actually watching. This sleight of hand is mainly achieved through the shift of scene from place to place, which creates a sense that offstage space accommodates larger passages of time than onstage. Simply speaking, time passes more swiftly behind the scenes.

But this is not so in Romeo and Juliet. One must qualify this slightly. The Nurse says she teases Juliet ‘sometimes’ by comparing Romeo unfavourably with Paris, and Juliet recalls that she has also praised him to the skies ‘So many thousand times’ (see notes to II.4.199 and III.5.240). Together they imply a much longer, more habitual passage of time than can possibly be the literal case. Like Mercutio’s ‘wit of cheverel, that stretches from an inch narrow to an ell broad’ (II.4.82–3), this gives time a slightly elastic quality. There is also a certain elasticizing of the time Romeo spends banished in Mantua, while Friar John is delayed in the plague-house and prevented from delivering the crucial letter. In real Elizabethan London he could not have left such a house until several weeks after the last death from plague, or recovery from it.

Apart from these slight exceptions Shakespeare has taken positive pains to compress the time and space provided by his narrative source(s), and allow little respite from it. In his usual fashion he radically condenses the time-span of the story-line he gets from his source. This means that events which in Brooke are spread out over at least nine months are concentrated into four days and nights. The action begins on Sunday morning; Romeo and Juliet meet for the first time that evening at the Capulet feast; Monday afternoon sees them married, Tybalt and Mercutio killed and Romeo banished; the lovers spend their one and only night together and separate on Tuesday morning; Juliet gets the drug from the Friar later that day, and takes it that night; Romeo gets the news of her death next day in Mantua and arrives at her tomb on Wednesday night just before she comes round, and they die, almost together; the play seems to conclude in the glooming dawn of Thursday morning. Though it does not sport a neo-Aristotelian unity of time as The Tempest does (in which the real time of performance matches the fictional time of the events represented), it is plotted with unusual attention to the clock. We are regularly reminded of the time of day or night, that the clock has just struck nine (I.1.161), that ‘the bawdy hand of the dial is now upon the prick of noon’ (II.4.109–10), or that the second cock has crowed, the curfew bell rung and it’s three o’clock in the morning (IV.4.3–4). Less prosaically the young lovers mark the time of their unions and partings by the natural phenomena of light and darkness, sun and moon, and birdsong. The time of year is also specific. This is mid July, just over two weeks before Lammastide (1 August) (I.3.17), ‘these hot days’ when ‘the mad blood [is] stirring’ (III.1.4). Shakespeare is always alert to temperature, a word related to ‘temper’ and ‘tempest’, to being ‘mistempered’ (I.1.87) and ‘distempered’ (II.3.29, 36), and thus to ideas of time and timing. The bodies in this play are exposed to the elements – as the audience and performers were, for real, in the open-air public playhouses of Elizabethan London.

The result of all this condensation is that there is no time to spare, and hardly any space to breathe. After their marriage Brooke allows the lovers to meet every night for a month or two before the disastrous fight with Tybalt. Shakespeare gives them no such leisure. With characteristic cruelty he dooms Romeo to the fight with Tybalt before the marriage is consummated, so that the single night he shares with Juliet is correspondingly shadowed – and precious. ‘Gallop apace …’, says Juliet, hymning the night of love that lies ahead, oblivious as yet to the blood-guilt Romeo will bring to their bed (III.2.1). Queen Mab ‘gallops night by night | Through lovers’ brains’ (I.4.70–71). And the play itself gallops apace to a lodging less ethereal than that of the classical sun god, the darkness of the Capulets’ tomb. The play is full of images of high velocity, of birds and winds and wings and tennis balls. When Juliet hurtles onstage for her marriage to Romeo, Friar Laurence greets her with one of the play’s most telling reflections: ‘Here comes the lady. O, so light a foot | Will ne’er wear out the everlasting flint’ (II.6.16–17). So far from wearing it out, the story of a life may make no impression whatever on the unyielding world over which it passes, so light, so swift, so ephemeral. The Friar’s ‘everlasting flint’ here points to a grimmer truth than that which the fathers vow at the end they’ll enshrine in the ‘pure gold’ of their children’s statues.

TRAGEDY, ROPERY AND DRUDGERY

No one before Shakespeare had put so much comedy into a tragic drama. No one had put such a young couple at its centre. The play has much in common with the world of Shakespeare’s comedies, with an earlier play associated with Verona (The Two Gentlemen of Verona), with A Midsummer Night’s Dream (from which Mercutio’s brilliant Queen Mab speech (I.4.53–95) seems like a mischievous migrant), and with the later and darker Measure for Measure (where two young lovers, one of whom is called Juliet, find themselves more shamefully oppressed by the tortured and debased sexuality surrounding them, in a Vienna that could be another Verona). On the face of it the efforts of young lovers to outwit their seniors sound more like matter for comedy than tragedy, and for the first half of Romeo and Juliet an audience who didn’t know the play at all (and arrived too late to hear the prologue) could be forgiven for expecting it to end happily, with the young vindicated and the parents quashed. This is what happens in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, a play evidently written close in time to Romeo and Juliet, just before or just after. The two plays reflect on each other, not least in their treatment of accident, the relations between ‘hap’ and ‘happiness’. This is especially true of the final scenes at the tombs, the Capulets’ and, in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Ninus’. When Bottom and his mates present to Theseus and his court ‘a tedious brief scene of young Pyramus | And his love Thisbe’ (V.1.56–7), we see a travesty, a grotesque miniature version of what in the other play seems for real. Yet throughout Romeo and Juliet, not excluding the final scene itself, there are elements of the grotesque that verge on the comical – ‘very tragical mirth’ (to borrow from Bottom and his friends (V.1.57)). It would not take much to avert the catastrophe in the Capulet vault and turn the scene into a ‘happy ending’. It’s instructive to see the parodies and burlesques beloved by the nineteenth century doing exactly this, gleefully resurrecting all the corpses for a jolly final knees-up. In one of the best of these travesties, The Cup of Cold Poison by Andrew Halliday (1859), the final scene has Queen Mab rising from beneath the earth to resuscitate all the dead characters. She is followed by the insulted Ghost of Shakespeare but he’s swiftly appeased by Romeo and the Nurse. (Nicely conflated with the Mrs Gamp of Dickens’s Martin Chuzzlewit, the latter makes much of the fact that her friend ‘Mrs Harris’ rhymes with ‘Paris’.) The Nurse triumphantly points out to the assembled company that the best defence of burlesque has been provided by Shakespeare himself: look at the last Act of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. The abashed Bard redescends in silence. ‘I had him there’, she chuckles.

But in Shakespeare’s play the corpses are for real, as we say, and they stay where they are until the performance is concluded, when the players get to their feet to rejoin the world of the audience. It is certainly a tragedy, officially at least. But again we must take the force of Shakespeare’s originality, for in Romeo and Juliet he is doing extraordinary things with genre, and in this respect he is paving the way for his own later experiments in such wonderfully unpredictable plays as Hamlet, Measure for Measure, Troilus and Cressida, King Lear and The Winter s Tale. In his Apology for Poetry (written 1579–80 and published 1595) Sir Philip Sidney had objected to the way contemporary dramatists, unlike their classical forebears in Greece and Rome, mixed up the kings and the clowns, the high life and low life. He would have been particularly perplexed by a tragedy that has no kings at all and a good deal of low life, of what the Nurse calls ‘ropery’ (II.4.143). Like the Capulet servant entrusted with the guest-list for the old accustomed feast, the Nurse has to do a lot of ‘trudging’ or ‘trudging about’ (I.3.35, I.2.34). It’s all very well for the wanton young to race and idle around, but someone has to do the dirty work: ‘I am the drudge, and toil in your delight’, she reminds the eager Juliet (II.5.75).

Verona does have a prince and more than one count (Anselm as well as Paris), but it is mainly composed of ‘streets’ and a ‘household’, both of them seething with low life, with ropery and drudgery. The Montagues and Capulets seem less like nobles than well-to-do citizens, the latter in particular. There is plenty of food and drink. The servant sent out with invitations to the feast boasts of his master ‘the great rich Capulet’ (I.2.78) and the Nurse tells Romeo that the man who ‘lays hold of Juliet’ will have ‘the chinks’ (I.5.116–17). The daughter of the house, the one surviving child, is an heiress. We get a flavour of the comfortable, unpatrician world her family move in from the guest list, with its signors, counts, their sisters and nieces and someone intriguingly called ‘the lively Helena’ (I.2.69). Though the play does not require a large cast – in Shakespeare’s time it could have been performed, with doubling, by a company of twelve or so, with a few extras – the minor roles contribute a vital sense of the ordinary world out of which the exceptional events erupt. There are the quarrelsome servants, Sampson, Gregory and Abram, and three or four citizens who try to break up their fight (I.1); there is the Capulet servant who can’t read the names on the guest list (I.2) and the others who bustle to and fro preparing the festivities, amongst them Anthony and Potpan, Susan Grindstone and Nell; there is the Nurse’s man Peter, played in the 1590s by the company’s resident clown, Will Kemp (we know this from a stage direction that names him: see note to IV.5.100); the musicians he teases are called Simon Catling, Hugh Rebeck and James Soundpost; the County Paris’s Page and Romeo’s man Balthasar get caught up in the bloody finale. The underworld of these minor figures is not separated from the sphere in which the rich citizens and their families move but densely interwined with it. These ‘low’ figures may not be able to read but they can still play with words. Notice the pleasure a Capulet servant takes in the fact that ‘Nurse’ rhymes with ‘curse’ (I.3.102–3); another quips that a wooden head helps when you have to fetch logs, and his master banters back: ‘A merry whoreson, ha! | Thou shalt be loggerhead’ (IV.4.18–21). The great representative of all these figures in the play is the Nurse, who is in some sense at the heart of the Capulet household.

The passages involving these minor ‘low’ figures are always liable to abridgement in performance, not least because some of the jokes may be incomprehensible to modern audiences: the opening exchange between Sampson and Gregory, and the scene with the musicians for instance (IV.5.96–144). Nevertheless they are essential to a full reading of Shakespeare’s text. They root it in the everyday world where people have to work, trudge and drudge, get bossed about, tired and bored – the world where bones ache. They see the world from ‘below’. They represent the mundane, creaturely and at times brutal demands of the body, for physical gratification and relief. Together they compose a perspective that complements the lovers’ view of themselves and each other, against which to measure it. As their spokespersons they have two major characters (who can often steal the show in performance). The Nurse and Mercutio blatantly belong to the world of comedy in the base sense that they spend a lot of time more or less deliberately cracking jokes and witticisms. But whereas the Nurse is in social terms ‘low’, Mercutio is as well born as the world of the play allows, in so far as he is kin to the Prince. Nothing gives such a strong flavour of the miscellaneous everyday world of Verona as the passage in Act II, scene 4 where the Nurse and her man Peter meet Mercutio, Benvolio and Romeo in the street, and they all banter together. Both Mercutio and the Nurse are full of mirth, and this spills on to the protagonist that each of them shadows. We can mark the decisive turns that the play takes towards tragedy by noting the moments when they are violently separated, first Mercutio from Romeo (III.1), and then the Nurse from Juliet (III.5). Romeo may be banished from Verona, but Mercutio and the Nurse are banished from the play.

LOVE AND DEATH

In many ways the story of Romeo and Juliet would have seemed to Shakespeare’s first audience distinctly modern, as it does to us now. But for its roots we can delve further back beyond the fifteenth-and sixteenth-century sources. At the end of the play the scene at the Capulet monument carries the aura of ancient myths about continuing life in the tomb or revival from death, myths associated with the cycle of the seasons, and in classical antiquity with the death and rebirth of Persephone or Proserpine, daughter of the earth goddess Demeter. This last is a myth on which Shakespeare himself draws in The Winter’s Tale. Yet if such mythic resonances are audible, the scene in the Capulet tomb trembles on the verge of parody, for by the end of the play there is not one corpse nor even two, but if Tybalt’s is included as well as Paris’s, no fewer than four. Performances on stage and screen sometimes omit the intruders, Tybalt and Paris, but Shakespeare seems to have wanted this tomb-womb to be crowded and charged with sex and violence. It seems less the site of new birth than a place where passion is consummated, where lovers – in the Elizabethan pun that equates death and orgasm – ‘die’ together, or try to.

Sexual passion had of course featured as a subject for tragedy before Shakespeare. If we look back to the Greeks, we find Helen of Troy in Homer and the tragedians, Heracles in Sophocles’ Women of Trachis and Phaedra in Euripides’ Hippolytus. But Aphrodite and Eros are savage, predatory, daemonic, divine. To translate such passions as ‘love’ may be misleading, until we reflect on how many things the word can mean in our own language. The nearest analogue in Greek tragedy to the end of Romeo and Juliet is the scene in the rock-tomb (offstage) at the climax of Sophocles’ Antigone, where young Haemon arrives too late to save the eponymous heroine, and joins her in death by suicide. The ancient world provides models much closer to Shakespeare in the unfortunate lovers remembered by Ovid, especially Hero and Leander and Pyramus and Thisbe. And in the second century ad we can find a narrative romance known as the Ephesiaca, by Xenophon of Ephesus, in which two young lovers are married, separated and reunited in a tomb, after the girl tries to avoid a second marriage by taking poison. Fortunately the drug just puts her to sleep so her ‘death’ turns
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