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Introduction

William Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet has enchanted readers, audiences, and critics
for more than four centuries. Much more than a simple romance, the play stands at
the crossroads of dramatic artistry, historical context, and universal human
experience. It tells of two passionate young lovers whose relationship is thwarted by
an ancient feud—an enmity that ultimately leads to their untimely deaths and,
paradoxically, the reconciliation of their families. For students of English literature,
Romeo and Juliet offers not only a window into Elizabethan society and theater, but
also a rich tapestry of themes, characters, and language.

This book, Notes on Romeo and Juliet: Notes and Commentary for Students on the Play
by Shakespeare, aims to provide English literature students with a comprehensive
guide to the play. Here, you will find chapter-by-chapter insights into the historical
origins of the story, Shakespeare’s sources, and how Romeo and Juliet was both a
product of its own era and a universal tale for all times. We explore how societal
conventions, family expectations, and religious norms shaped both the narrative and
the lives of its characters, adding depth to your reading and interpretation.

Careful attention is given to the major figures of the play—Romeo, Juliet, the Friar,
Mercutio, Tybalt, and the Nurse—whose personalities, choices, and relationships
generate the drama’s momentum and emotional impact. We dig into their traits,
motivations, and the literary techniques Shakespeare employs to bring them to life.
Along the way, we consider how supporting characters and the broader cast reflect or
challenge the values of Elizabethan England and the play’s own thematic concerns.

We also dedicate a significant portion of this book to the key conflicts, themes, and
motifs that define Romeo and Juliet. Topics such as the nature of true love, the
interplay of fate and free will, the tragic consequences of impulsive decisions, and the
tension between individual desires and social expectations recur throughout the
drama and this commentary. Through these explorations, students will be equipped to
engage critically with the play, identify its enduring relevance, and make informed
interpretations in essays or classroom discussion.

Language is central to the play’s power, and so it is to this book. Shakespeare’s verse,
full of wit, metaphor, puns, and irony, offers endless opportunities for analysis. Every
scene is carefully crafted, with structure and style working in tandem to produce
comedic lightness, sudden violence, and heartrending tragedy. We provide guidance
on how to approach the play’s literary features, both as poetic expressions and as
elements of dramatic performance.
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Finally, the book situates Romeo and Juliet in its extensive performance history and
continued cultural resonance. Students will discover how the play has been staged,
adapted, and reimagined across generations, and why its central questions and
emotions continue to speak to audiences everywhere. By studying its origins,
characters, language, and legacy, readers gain not only a deeper understanding of
Shakespeare but also of the timeless truths at the heart of human relationships and
dramatic art.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Origins and Literary Context of
Romeo and Juliet

When we delve into the story of Romeo and Juliet, it is perhaps surprising to learn that
the tale of star-crossed lovers kept apart by feuding families did not spring fully
formed from Shakespeare's imagination. Like many playwrights of his era,
Shakespeare often borrowed, adapted, and transformed existing narratives. The
fundamental story of Romeo and Juliet has a lineage stretching back centuries, woven
into the fabric of European storytelling traditions.

The idea of tragic lovers facing insurmountable obstacles was not new. Echoes can be
found in ancient myths and literature, such as the Babylonian tale of Pyramus and
Thisbe. Ovid, the Roman poet, recounts this story in his Metamorphoses, featuring two
lovers from rival families who are forbidden to marry. They communicate through a
crack in a wall separating their houses, plan a secret meeting, and ultimately meet
tragic ends due to a series of unfortunate misunderstandings involving a lioness and a
blood-stained cloak. Shakespeare himself later parodied this myth in A Midsummer
Night's Dream, suggesting his familiarity with it.

These older tales provided a foundational archetype: young love thwarted by external
forces, leading to sorrow and death. The specific elements that make up the Romeo
and Juliet narrative - the feuding families, the secret marriage, the friar's potion plot,
and the final scene in the tomb - crystalized over time through various retellings and
adaptations by Italian authors before reaching England.

One significant precursor was the work of Masuccio Salernitano, whose collection of
novellas, Il Novellino (published in 1476), included a story with elements recognisable
to a Romeo and Juliet reader. This tale featured forbidden love, a friar, and a tragic
conclusion, though the details differed significantly from Shakespeare's version.

However, the story truly began to take its more familiar shape in the work of Luigi da
Porto. In his Historia novellamente ritrovata di due Nobili Amanti (A Recently
Discovered Story of Two Noble Lovers), written around 1530, da Porto set the story in
Verona and introduced the names Romeo and Giulietta, as well as the rival families,
the Montecchi and the Cappelletti - the historical basis for Shakespeare's Montagues
and Capulets. Da Porto's version also included key plot points like the ball where the
lovers meet, the balcony scene (or rather, an orchard scene), the secret marriage
performed by a friar, Romeo's banishment after killing a kinsman of Juliet, and the
tragic ending in the tomb involving a sleeping potion.
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Da Porto's novella proved popular and was subsequently adapted by other Italian
writers. Matteo Bandello included a version in his collection of novellas, Novelle
(1554). Bandello's account was later translated into French by Pierre Boaistuau as part
of his Histoires tragiques (Tragical Histories) in 1559. It was this French translation
that served as the most direct source for the English versions that Shakespeare would
draw upon.

The first major English adaptation came in 1562 with Arthur Brooke's narrative poem,
The Tragical History of Romeus and Juliet. Brooke's poem is a lengthy work, providing
a detailed account of the events. It largely follows the plot as set out by Bandello and
Boaistuau, including the central elements of the feud, the meeting at the feast, the
secret marriage, the duel and Romeo's banishment, the Friar's plan involving the
potion, and the double suicide in the tomb.

Brooke's poem, however, presented the story with a distinctly moralistic tone. He
viewed Romeus and Juliet's relationship not just as tragic, but as a consequence of
their own impetuousness, disobedience to their parents, and reliance on the Friar's
questionable scheme. The poem often explicitly condemns the lovers' haste and the
Friar's actions, positioning their deaths as a just, albeit sorrowful, punishment for their
sins.

While Shakespeare certainly drew heavily from Brooke's plot outline, he fundamentally
changed the focus and tone. Where Brooke was often judgmental, Shakespeare elicits
sympathy and admiration for the lovers. He transforms Brooke's somewhat cautionary
tale into a profound and complex exploration of love, fate, and the destructive nature
of hate.

Another English version available to Shakespeare was William Painter's prose
translation, included in his collection The Palace of Pleasure, published in 1567.
Painter's version was a more direct translation of Boaistuau's French text. While less
detailed than Brooke's poem, it presented the same core narrative in prose form.
Scholars debate the extent to which Shakespeare used Painter's version alongside
Brooke's, but it is likely he was aware of both.

Shakespeare's genius lay not in inventing the story ex nihilo, but in taking these
existing narratives and elevating them through his dramatic craft, poetic language,
and profound character development. He compressed the timeline significantly; in
Brooke's poem, the events unfold over several months, whereas Shakespeare's play
takes place in just four frenetic days, intensifying the sense of urgency and inevitable
doom.

He also substantially enriched the characters. While the basic figures existed in the
sources, Shakespeare fleshed them out, giving them complex motivations, vibrant
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personalities, and memorable voices. Characters like Mercutio and the Nurse, for
example, are far more prominent and vividly drawn in Shakespeare's play than in
Brooke or Painter. Mercutio, with his biting wit and Queen Mab speech, and the Nurse,
with her earthy humor and garrulous nature, are largely Shakespeare's creations or
significant expansions, providing crucial comic relief, social commentary, and
emotional depth that were lacking in the sources.

Shakespeare also refined the language. He transformed the narrative verse and prose
of his sources into stunning dramatic dialogue, employing a rich tapestry of poetic
forms, including sonnets, blank verse, and prose, to convey character, emotion, and
theme. The iconic balcony scene, for instance, finds its basis in the sources, but
Shakespeare imbues it with unparalleled romantic intensity and poetic beauty through
the lovers' language.

Furthermore, Shakespeare shifted the blame and thematic emphasis. While
acknowledging the lovers' youth and haste, he places far greater weight on the
destructive nature of the Montague-Capulet feud and the role of fate or circumstance
in the tragedy. The "ancient grudge" is highlighted from the opening lines, establishing
the societal context that suffocates the lovers' private world. The various moments of
bad timing and miscommunication in the latter half of the play also underscore the
sense of an inescapable destiny closing in.

In essence, Shakespeare took a well-known, somewhat moralistic tale of unfortunate
lovers and transformed it into a timeless tragedy. He achieved this by focusing on the
emotional intensity of the central relationship, deepening the psychological complexity
of the characters, amplifying the dramatic tension, and using language that is both
beautiful and powerful. The Romeo and juliet we know today is a testament to
Shakespeare's unparalleled ability to adapt and innovate, taking raw material and
forging it into enduring dramatic gold. He didn't invent the story, but he made it
immortal.
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